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Abstract
If Higher Education Institutions are to fulfill their potential and serve the
needs of all their stakeholders, then their institutional management capacity must be
effective and responsive to changes in the environment.

Strategic planning and

quality assurance are an integral part of the management of modem higher education
institutions worldwide.

This study is based on two research questions. Research

Question One examines the experiences of strategic planning of twenty higher
education institutions in Ireland over a ten year period from 2000 to 2010.

The

second research question examines how strategic planning has been integrated with
quality assurance processes which are a dominant force in higher education
management. The most appropriate elements of a positivist and phenomenological
research philosophy were combined to design a mixed method approach of
philosophical research for this study. Qualitative research methods were used
primarily, including extensive document analysis of strategic plans and institutional
review reports, triangulated with interviews with Presidents, institutional Heads of
Strategic Planning and/or members of the senior management team with
responsibility for strategic planning (n=20). The growing expertise and confidence
of HEIs with strategic planning and quality assurance matters over the ten year
period is evident, however the findings raise fundamental questions in relation to the
approach to strategy development in higher education.
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1.0 Introduction
Like their counterparts worldwide Irish Universities and Institutes of Technology
(lOTs) have to align themselves to an external environment which is exerting more
pressure. They are faced with a choice between managing change internally or having it
dictated by external forces. The OECD cited investment in tertiary education as the key
factor in Ireland’s economic growth noting the valuable role played by the lOT sector
(OECD 2004). Over the course of the last decade (2000-2010) the Irish government
announced an unprecedented €1.2 billion investment in the higher education sector over
a five year period. Under the new HEA funding model each Institution was asked to
articulate its distinctive mission for the first time through its strategic plan. A portion of
its annual funding is to be allocated on the basis of its performance viz this strategic
plan. Each Institution is mandated under the lOT Act 2006 and Universities Act 1997
respectively to produce a strategic plan. In parallel, each Institution is required to
undertake regular self-evaluation programs to demonstrate the effectiveness of their
quality assurance systems. In the last decade a Strategic Innovation Fund was instigated
addressing key national policy objectives which include improving the performance and
strategic management capacity of institutions and a performance management and
development system was rolled out (PMDS).
If the lOTs and Universities are to be key enablers for national policy objectives
for higher education, their institutional management capability needs to be able to
respond to these challenges. In particular strategic planning processes are a eore element
of this capability. This study explores the experiences of strategic planning processes in
all but one of Ireland’s 21 Universities and lOTs, over a ten year period from 2000 to
2010.
Chapter One describes the area of research investigated and introduces the
research questions. The research methodology is outlined, as well as the justifieation for
the research and the limitations encountered. An overview of the remaining chapters of
the thesis is provided in Section 1.2.
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1.1 Research Problem
The purpose of this study is to produce an original piece of research on the topic
of strategic planning in higher education that meets the requirements as outlined by the
Level 9 Master of Arts award type descriptors of the National Qualifications Framework
of Ireland (NQAI 2001).
Each Irish HEl as discussed above is required to develop a strategic plan. Each
lOT and University is also required to carry out self evaluation processes in line with
quality assurance requirements. There is a substantial overhead and duplication of effort
attached to these activities which is often overlooked as an Institution works to meet its
statutory requirements. There is little by way of practical guidance and advice to support
Institutional managers in their endeavours. In the absence of tried and tested models on
strategic planning for higher education, most Institutions have adopted or adapted a
variant of a corporate sector strategic planning model.
This research project aims to build on previous work undertaken in relation to
strategic planning and self evaluation programs. A research project in relation to the
effectiveness of strategic planning and self evaluation programs was undertaken at the
Institute of Technology Tralee (ITT). In this project, the planning and evaluation
programs undertaken by ITT over an eight year timeframe 1997-2005 were evaluated to
investigate whether they were effective and the reasons why (Lillis 2005). Work was
undertaken on capturing how the Institute learned as a result of engaging in these
programs. Research was also carried out by Thom on the methodological shortcomings
of the self evaluation processes in higher education (Thom 2001), as well as on the
effectiveness of self evaluation programs undertaken in Galway-Mayo Institute of
Technology (GMIT) (Thom 2003).
As will become apparent in the literature review there are significant gaps in
empirical research on the effectiveness of strategic planning and evaluation programs in
higher education in general. Little or no research has been undertaken on the integration
of strategic planning and quality assurance processes in a higher education setting.
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1.2 Research questions
The research questions are of vital importance as they provide the over-riding
framework for the thesis. This study is based on two research questions:
•

Research Question One (RQl): What have been the experiences of Irish higher
education institutions (HEIs) with strategic planning during the last decade
(2000-2010)?

•

Research Question Two (RQ2): How has strategic planning been integrated with
quality assurance processes?

These questions formed the backbone of the research methodology and also provided the
overall structure for the thesis.

1.3 Overview of research methodology
The research philosophy for this study was largely determined by the research
questions. Patton (2002) argues that research questions should be at the centre of a
study. For the purpose of this study a mixed method approach of philosophical research
was used incorporating the most suitable aspects of a positivist and phenomenological
research philosophy.
This study explores the strategic planning processes of 20 Irish HEIs over the last
decade (2000-2010). By 2010, most institutions had undertaken at least two iterations of
their strategic planning process and all had been subject to at least one external
institutional review process during this timeframe. This resulted in n=43 distinct
strategic plans and n=28 institutional review processes, providing a broad and deep basis
for this study. Qualitative research methods were used primarily. This included
extensive document analysis of strategic plans, institutional reviews and other
documents.

This was triangulated with two rounds of interviews with n=20 key

informants who were either institutional Presidents, institutional Heads of Strategic
Planning and/or members of the senior management team with responsibility for
strategic planning.

The criteria for the reliability, validity, generalisability and

objectivity of the study were set out at the outset of the study.

1-4
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1.4 Justification for the research
In an attempt to address the paucity of literature available on strategic planning
and evaluation programs in higher education this study will contribute a significant piece
of research to the international literature base in higher education management. In the
broader public service management arena, the research will contribute insights in
relation to the appropriateness of corporate sector and public sector strategic planning
methodologies and the significant challenges in integrating a strategic management
framework with existing management and quality assurance structures and processes.
The research was funded by a Department of Education and Science Strand 1
research grant which signifies the importance of the research on the development of
appropriate strategic planning models and an integrated planning and evaluation model
for the higher education context.
This study is important in the current climate given that governments
internationally are looking towards the higher education sector to provide a cohort of
skilled graduates that can assist global economies in their economic recovery process.
1.5 Limitations of the study
Two main limitations of the study have been identified. The first limitation is
that the semi-structured interviews were carried out in their entirety with those in
management positions and a single informant from each Institution was interviewed.
This was necessary as the selected informants had to have expertise in strategic planning
matters. A key aim of the study was to generate generalisable insights into strategic
planning in a national system of higher education rather than the individual case studies
than predominate the literature. In an attempt to counteract the dominating management
perspective, informants responses were triangulated with strategic plans; Institutional
Reviews; Self Evaluation Reports (produced as part of application for Delegated
Authority); RTC Act 1992; lOT Act 2006; Universities Act 1997; Qualifications
(Education and Training) Act 1999. Had there been a greater availability of empirical
research on this topic, an exploration of strategic planning from the perspective of the
stakeholder could have been considered.
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The second limitation of the study is that the National Strategy for Higher
Education became available only towards the very end of the research (January 2011).
Therefore HEIs were largely without a policy framework, within which to strategically
plan, during the time period under study 2000-2010.
1.6 Structure of the thesis
The thesis contains seven chapters. Chapter Two presents a literature review
which pertains largely to strategic planning and quality assurance matters in higher
education. Chapter Three outlines the research methodology used in this study. Chapter
Four examines the strategic planning process used in n=20 Irish HEIs. Chapter Five
focuses on answering RQ2 and so examines how strategic planning is integrated with
quality assurance processes.

Chapter Six considers the key conclusions and

recommendations arising from the study.
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2.0 Introduction
This chapter provides a detailed account of the relevant literature in relation
to strategic planning and quality assurance in higher education in order to position
the research questions appropriately. Before considering the researeh literature on
strategic planning and quality assurance in higher education, it is necessary to
provide an overview of both the European higher edueation system and the Irish
higher education system as the developments in both have had a major impact on
Irish Higher Education Institutes (HEIs) in the last decade.
Section 2.1 presents an overview of the main policy developments in higher
education in Europe and on the main instruments affecting change. It considers the
modernisation agenda for higher education in Europe as enaeted through reforms of
governance and funding, the development of the European Higher Education Area
and the impact of international league tables and ranking systems on public
perceptions of quality.

Section 2.2 examines the structure of the Irish higher

education system, the legislative framework for education and the ageneies involved.
Section 2.3 explores strategic planning in general and then places an emphasis on
strategic planning in the higher education sector.

It provides an overview of; the

definitions of strategic planning; the benefits of strategic planning; the use of
corporate strategic planning models in the higher education sector; strategic planning
process; strategic planning models and the limitations of strategic planning. Section
2.4 examines the nature of quality assurance systems in higher edueation and
assesses the benefits and limits pertaining to self study models such as institutional
review. This section concludes with an overview of the potential for integration of
strategic planning and quality assurance. Having eonsidered the available literature,
the final section (Section 2.5) presents a justifieation of the research questions.
Literature explored as part of this review included books, journal articles,
legislation relating to higher education, policy papers, online databases, statistics and
conference proceedings. Key word searches were undertaken to identify the most
prominent authors in strategie planning and quality assuranee. The table of contents
of all leading higher education journals for the past 10 years was also reviewed as
part of this search. Much of the literature review was carried out by using on line
databases such as Emerald and Athens.
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Chapter Two - Literature Review

2.1 International Context
In 2010 there were approximately 52 million students attending the 20,000
HEIs across the countries who are members of the Organisation for Economic Co
operation and Development (OECD)(OECD, 2010). The OECD is an international
organisation that assists governments with economic, social and governance
challenges. Established in 1961, the OECD is an important source of information on
European and international higher education. The OECD investigates the impact of
education and compiles statistics on a wide range of issues, providing information on
a range of issues such as the physical environment of learning institutions, lifelong
learning, special needs, equitable education and financing of education. Ireland is a
member of the OECD and therefore this is a useful source for comparative studies in
education.
There are approximately 4,000 HEIs in Europe which are comprised of 19
million students and 1.5 million staff (OECD, 2010). Europe 2020 is the European
Union's (EU) economic growth strategy for the next decade, with the overarching
goal of developing a ‘smart, sustainable and inclusive’ economy, which will enable
high levels of employment, productivity and social cohesion (European Commission,
2010).

Within this five objectives have been set at EU level for employment,

innovation, education, social inclusion and climate, supported by national targets of
member states.

For education two headline targets have been set which are a

reduction of school drop-out rates to below 10% and having at least 40% of 30-34
year olds complete higher education. The headline national targets for Ireland are (i)
an 8% drop-out rate and (ii) 60% of 30-34 years olds completing higher education.
Education is intrinsically linked to the objectives for employment (EU: target 75% of
20-64 year olds employed, Ireland: target 71%) and innovation (EU: target 3% of
GDP invested in research and development, Ireland: target 2%) (European
Commission, 2010).
To support the achievement of the target’s of Europe 2020 a strategic
framework for education and training has been developed (European Union, 2012),
which has the following aims:•

Make lifelong learning and mobility a reality (an additional target of an
average of 15% of adults involved in life long learning has been set for this)

•

Improve the quality and efficiency of education and training

•

Promote equity, social cohesion and active citizenship
2- 3
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Enhance creativity and innovation, including entrepreneurship, at all levels of
education and training

The strategic framework addresses all levels of education, from early childhood
through to school, vocational, higher education and adult education.

Within the

higher education dimension, the European Commission sees its role as supporting
national efforts. Its work includes the development of higher education policy
including a modernisation agenda for national higher edueation systems, the
establishment of a European Higher Education Area through Bologna process;
facilitating the exchange of good practice between member states; funding the
Erasmus programme for student mobility and other eo-operation programmes such as
Tern pus and Erasmus Mundus and by undertaking researeh on edueation policy
(European Commission, 2012b). All of these instruments have been in place sinee
2000, the starting point of this study.
2.1.1 Modernisation agenda

The European Commission published an agenda for modernisation of
Europe's higher edueation systems in 2006 which included goals around increasing
mobility at all levels within the higher education systems, ensuring automony and
aceountability at institutional level, the establishment of a European Institute of
Technology, strenghtening engagement with industry, greater focus on graduate
employability and diversification of funding base (European Commission, 2006).
This was followed by a new agenda in 2011 which identified the following areas for
reform : increase the number of higher education graduates; improve the quality and
relevance of teaehing and researcher training; equip graduates with the knowledge
and core transferable eompetences they need to sueceed in high-skill oeeupations;
strengthen the "knowledge triangle", linking education, research and business and
create effective govemanee and funding mechanisms in support of excellence
(European Commission, 2011).

These have had varying degrees of impact at

institutional level and are considered in the sections that follow.
2.1.1.1 Governance, Autonomy and Accountabilty
The governance of higher education is a contested topic involving both
formal and informal coordination of HEls.

Internal governance refers to

arrangements within HEIs (e.g. decision-making structures and processes, finance
and staffing). External governance refers to the arrangements at the level of national
2-
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systems (e.g. leglislation, funding, quality assurance etc.). Eurydice, an organisation
that undertakes research on education systems in Europe, defines governance as ‘the
formal and informal exercise of authority under laws, policies and rules that
articulate the rights and responsibilities of various actors, including the rules by
which they interact ’ (EURYDICE, 2008). This definition will be used in this study.
Within Europe, each country, has legislation in place that defines the required
governance structures of the HEIs. The governance of a HEI has a major part to play
in the development and implementation of strategy. The Modem project on higher
education management reform noted a number of key trends in the governance of
higher education in Europe (ESMU, 2009). At a macro-level, in terms of national
co-ordination, there is growing recognition that relationships are more complex and
dynamic and involve more actors from various levels, a phenomenon which has been
called from government to governance

In the Irish case this is increasingly evident

in the involvement of enterprise, industry and community stakeholders in higher
education policy and strategy development, which was reinforced in the national
strategy for higher education in 2011 (HEA, 2011). They note also that policy is
increasingly made at the supra-national level (e.g. the European Union). Another
trend in evidence is a downward shift to regional and local governments and HEIs
themselves which are being granted greater operating autonomy (ESMU, 2009).
These trends are supported by new mechanisms such as outcome-oriented and multi
annual funding models with performance contracts negotiated with individual HEIs.
Within Europe internal governance structures are diverse at both national and
institutional levels in terms of organization, conditions of employment, funding
arrangements, decision making structures etc.
noted however (ESMU, 2009).

Some common trends have been

Institutional autonomy is generally increasing,

though balanced with greater accountability mechanisms. This includes autonomy
over programmes, curriculum, research directions, financial management, human
resource management and budgets. Within institutions, the following impacts have
been noted: the need to inform stakeholders about performance; strenghtening
institutional leadership and management; greater centralisation of decision making
within institutions; a loss of ‘power’ by collegial committees; an increase in the
participation of external stakeholders and greater numbers of middle management
positions within Institutions.

All of these trends have an impact on how an

institution plans for the future (ESMU, 2009; OECD, 2008; CHEFS, 2006).
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2.1.1.2 Funding

Funding is a critical element to the future plans of HEIs and a HEI’s funding
model is part of a set of governance instruments that can be used to enforce goals set
for higher education.

More and more HEIs are charged with setting goals and

objectives that are in line with national policy and a proportion of funding allocation
is then based on their ability to achieve those goals (IMHE, 2006).
How funding is allocated, and the expectations of the funding agencies on the
return on investment will directly impact behaviour within HEIs.

A study

undertaken by the European Centre for Strategic Manamgenet of Universities
(ESMU) notes that the degree of institutional autonomy across Europe differs widely
in relation to financial management, organisational issues, staffing and academic
autonomy (ESMU, 2010). Elements that differ include the extent to which HEIs can
accumulate reserves, set tuition fees, borrow money, invest in financial products,
issue shares and bonds and own the land and buildings they occupy. Another key
aspect the type of public budget provided by the funding agency. This may be
viewed in two dimensions (ESMU, 2010)
(i)

the degree of outcome (or performance) orientation (i.e. are institutional
budgets tied to specific teaching and research outcomes) and

(ii)

the degree of regulation or control involved in the funding mechanism.
A gradual movement from input-oriented, centralised government funding

mechanisms to outcome-oriented and decentralised (market) approaches has been
noted across Europe (ESMU, 2010) . Funding mechanisms in the past were driven
by input measures like student enrolments or staff positions which is now moving
towards introduction of competition, student fees and performance-based funding.
This usually entails budget allocation based on actual or projected results. Several
options are available including formula-based approaches, contracts and projectbased funding. In most European countries the allocation of funding occurs through
a formula that uses a mix of input and, to a lesser extent, output criteria. Most often
student numbers are the most important criterion.

The extent to which greater

autonomy, performance contracts and performance-based funding have taken place
varies enormously across countries (ESMU, 2010).
The allocation of funding to Irish HEIs has changed over the timeframe of
this study (2000-2010). Up until recently, funding to Irish lOTs was provided by the
Department of Education and Science (DoES) and was based largely upon the
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previous year’s budget. Conversely, university funding was allocated by the HEA
and was based on a ‘unit cost system ’ including student numbers and financial
statements. Presently a Recurrent Grant Allocation Scheme (RGAM) is provided to
all HEIs and the grant is based on student numbers, research performance criteria,
strategic plans and on the promotion of innovation.
The governance of an institution cannot be discussed without referring to
funding as funding may also have an impact on strategy development and
implementation.
2.1.1.3 Development of Management and Leadership capacity
Within the modernisation agenda at European and international level, efforts
to improve the strategic management of HEIs is also evident. Examples of these
include the Institutional Evaluation Programme of the European University
Association (EUA), which commenced in 1993 with the aim of assisting universities
to evaluate their progress in relation to strategic and quality objectives (EUA,
2012b).

The programme has been implemented in 110 Universities across 45

countries to date, with over 300 institutional evaluations completed.

A similar

proramme is the OECD programme on Institutional Management in Higher
Education (IMHE). The IMHE coordinates the efforts of governments and HEIs in
an attempt to share best practice. A number of areas are addressed through this,
including:

“innovation;

improving

the

quality

of teaching

and

learning;

measurement of performance and learning outcomes and regional competiveness”
(OECD, 2012a).
2.1.2 The European Higher Education Area
One of the key European reforms which impacted Ireland during the 20002010 decade was the the Bologna Process, which aimed to create a European Higher
Education Area by 2010. The Bologna Declaration of June 1999 instigated a series of
reforms to make European Higher Education more compatible and comparable, more
competitive and more attractive for Europeans and for students and scholars from
other continents (European Commission, 1999). The three overarching objectives
were the introduction of the three cycle system (bachelor/master/doctorate), quality
assurance and mutual recognition of qualifications and periods of study.
An independent assessment of the implementation of the Bologna process
was commissioned in 2008 by the European Commission which found that overall,
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higher education across the 46 European Higher Education Area (EHEA) countries
looks substantially different from 10 years ago and that most ‘architectural’ elements
of the EHEA have been implemented in most countries (e.g. leglislative changes, etc)
but not all of it has filtered down to insitutional level (European Commission, 2008).
The study noted a large difference in the speed of implementation between individual
countries which has created a EHEA of different speeds of implementation and
varying levels of commitment and also noted that even the most ‘advanced’ countries
have struggled with the implementation of at least one of the Bologna elements.
In relation to Ireland, the study noted it has made significant progress in
implementing key aspects of the Bologna Process, noting that Ireland started from a
reasonably strong position in terms of the general structure of its higher education
system. A range of infrastructural and policy developments have been enacted
including the development of the National Qualifications Framework and the
development of executive agencies with statutory backing which helped promote
reforms at institutional level. Challenges remaining for Ireland after the last decade
include deepening and consolidating the reforms at the level of individual institutions
(more of an issue in the university sector) and enhancing mobility and the social
dimension of Bologna (European Commission, 2008).
The Bologna Declaration in 1999 was supplemented by the following activities in
susequent years:
•

The Prague Communique (European Commission, 2001) which reaffirmed
the commitments of 33 states to Bologna.

•

The Berlin Communique (European Commission, 2003) which extended
commitments to the EHEA research area

•

The Bergen Communique (European Commission, 2005) which highlighted
the necessity of including stakeholders (staff, students and employers) in
higher education matter and the development of doctoral programmes.

•

The London Communique (European Commission, 2007) which focused on:
mobility; social factors; data collection; collaboration; review of vision and
values; employability and the competitiveness of the EHEA. By 2007 the
number of countries in the EHEA involved had increased to forty-six.

•

The Leuven/Louvain-la-Neuve Communique (European Commission, 2009)
which stressed the importance of the social dimension; employability;
mobility; data collection and the international dimension.
2- 8
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The Bologna Policy Forum of 2009 focused the role played by higher
education in the provision of lifelong learning and equal opportunities to
society. Also discussed was the notion of ‘brain circulation’ whereby
teachers, researchers and students should be encouraged to transfer between
countries in order to exchange ideas and knowledge.

On the tenth

anniversary of the Bologna Process in 2009, the EHEA was formally
launched (European Commission, 2009).
•

The second Bologna Policy Forum took place in 2010 and was attended by
representatives from forty-seven countries. The main topics addressed
included: the demands and expectations placed on higher education
institutions and of competition and cooperation (European Commission,
2010).

A Bologna Follow-up Group was established in an attempt to even out the
differences of implementation between countries. The working group will cover the
2009-2012 period and will oversee work being carried out in the following areas:
social dimension; qualifications frameworks; international openness; mobility;
recognition; reporting on implementation of Bologna Process; transparency
mechanisms. The next conference and the third Bologna Policy Forum will take
place in Romania in 2012 where the progress of the EHEA will be evaluated.
2.1.2.1 Relevant Agencies and Bodies involved in Quality Assurance in Europe
The development of quality assurance across the EHEA was a key objective
of Bologna and the number of quality assurance agencies within Europe is testament
to the importance of quality assurance in the higher education sector. Some quality
assurance agencies in Europe predate Bologna and some have been established as a
result of even longer standing organisations. Four of the most notable organisations
promoting and ensuring quality within Europe include: the European University
Association (EUA), the European Association for Quality Assurance in Higher
Education (ENQA), the European Quality Assurance Register for Higher Education
(EQAR) and European Association of Institutions in Higher Education (EURASHE).
It is important to note the role of these organisations as they play a key part in higher
education policy which in turn impacts on management processes such as strategic
planning and quality assurance at institutional level.
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The EUA was set up in 2001 as a result of a merger between the Association
of European Universities (CRE) and the Confederation of European Union Rectors'
Conferences (EUA, 2012a).

It is a membership organisation without a statutory

footing, representing over 850 HEIs in forty-six countries. The EUA supports the
exchange of information and research policies on higher education. The EUA is the
official representative of the university sector in the Bologna process, in relevant
European Commission issues and in multiple research policy fora as well as working
with OECD, the Council of Europe and UNESCO.
The European Association of Institutions in Higher Education (EURASHE)
was set up in 1990, with similar functions to the EUA but aimed at promoting the
significance and quality of 'professional higher education in Europe ’ (EURASHE,
2012).

The European Association for Quality Assurance in Higher Education
(ENQA) was established in 2000 to develop and support quality assurance in a
European context, with support from the European Commission’s Life Long
Learning programme.

The ENQA was to act as the ‘driving force ’ for quality

assurance in each country that signed up to the Bologna agreement. In fulfilling this
goal, the ENQA distributes quality assurance information to European quality
assurance agencies, including information on best practice (ENQA, 2012).
The EQAR (European Quality Assurance Register for Higher Education) was
founded by ENQA, EUA, EURASHE and ESU (European Students Union) and
aims to increase the transparency of quality assurance by enabling students and
employers to examine and assess the HEIs which have undertaken quality reviews
(EQAR, 2012).
2.1.2.2 Qualifications Frameworks

As part of the Bologna Process a European qualifications framework was
developed which covers all the qualifications in an education system. The EHEA
describe the Bologna Framework as a tool which defines, in terms of learning
outcomes, ‘what a learner knows, understands and is able to do on the basis of a
given qualification ’. The qualifications framework therefore facilitates transparency
and student transfer between programmes and between institutions.
The EHEA developed an overarching qualifications framework for higher
education in 2005 which demonstrated the scope to which individual countries could
adapt their national qualifications frameworks. The overarching framework outlines
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the importance of programme descriptors, learning outcomes and competences as
well as the adoption of a credit system,
''fVe adopt the overarching framework for qualifications in the EHEA, comprising three
cycles (including, within national contexts, the possibility of intermediate qualifications),
generic descriptors for each cycle based on learning outcomes and competences, and credit
ranges in the first and second cycles” (Bergen Communique 2005).

To establish synergies between the Bologna process and the Copenhagen
process (European Commission, 2002), which concerns vocational education and
training, a European Qualifications Framework for lifelong learning (EQF) was
established in 2008 (European Union, 2008; European Union, 2012a). The EQF is
linked to and supported by other initiatives including Europass, the European Credit
Transfer and Accumulation System for higher education (ECTS), and the European
Credit System for Vocational Education and Training (ECVET) and quality
assurance (European association for quality assurance in higher education - ENQA and the European Network for Quality Assurance in Vocational Education and
Training - ENQA-AVET). The European Qualifications Framework (EQF) is
defined as,
“A translation device to make national qualifications more readable across Europe,
promoting workers' and learners' mobility between countries and facilitating their lifelong
learning

The framework is based on a system of learning outcomes in relation to eight levels.
Level 1 comprises the most basic level of education with Level 8 being the most
advanced. This system enables comparison of awards between countries and
therefore facilitates transfer and progression within and between countries. Another
important attribute of the qualifications framework is the promotion of lifelong
learning and the acceptance of ‘non-formal and informal learning ’.
Individual countries are encouraged to develop a national qualifications
framework in line with the EQF. At the time of writing five countries have adopted a
qualifications framework, these include Ireland, United Kingdom, France, Belgium
and Malta. The Irish National Framework of Qualifications (NFQ) was developed in
2003 and so pre-dates this and Ireland was subsequently one of the first countries to
be recognised on EQF, demonstrating Ireland’s leadership in this area (NQAI, 2009).
Education and training awards in Ireland are classified according to the

‘nationally agreed standards of knowledge, skill and competence ’ of the NFQ. The
NFQ, implemented in 2003, renders qualifications more transparent and facilitates
career access, transfer and progression. It enables the classification and comparison
of qualifications and assists in ensuring quality of programmes (NQAI, 2009). The
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National Qualifications Authority of Ireland (NQAI) was established under the
Qualifications (Education and Training) Act 1999. NQAI is the ageney responsible
for developing and maintaining the National Framework of Qualifications (NFQ).
The Qualifications (Education and Training) Act 1999 proposes that the NQAI has
three main objectives in Irish higher education: to develop a Ifamework of
qualifications; promote an improvement in the standards of awards and to promote
access, transfer and progression (Government of Ireland, 1999).

The NQAI

describes the NFQ as,
“The single, nationally and internationally accepted entity, through which all learning
achievements in Ireland may be measured and related to each other, and which defines the
relationship between all education and training awards "(NQAI 2009).

2 1.2.3 European Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance
.

The European Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance (ESG) developed
by the ENQA as part of a consultative process were adopted by the European
Ministers for Education in 2005 (ENQA, 2005). The purpose of the guidelines was
fourfold (i) to improve the standard of education available to students in the EHEA
(ii) to assist HEIs in improving quality assurance (iii) to form a background for
quality assurance agencies in their work and (iv) to render external quality assurance
more transparent. Part 1 of the ESG focuses on European standards and guidelines
for internal quality assurance. Part 2 focuses on European standards and guidelines
for the external quality assurance of higher education. Part 3 focuses on European
standards and guidelines for external quality assuranee agencies.
Irish HEIs have a statuatory responsibilty for quality assuranee, as laid down in
Irish legislation, and both the lUQB and HETAC explicitly reference the ESG as part
of their institutional review processes. Part 1 of the guidelines is the section most
relevant to individual HEIs. These guidelines have been adopted by the Higher
Education and Training Awards Council (HETAC) and by the Irish Universities
Quality Board lUQB. Irish HEIs are expected to carry out institutional self studies in
line with the requirements of the ESG. At institutional level, the guidelines focus on
seven key areas including :
1. Policy and procedures for quality assurance
2. Approval, monitoring and periodic review of programmes and awards
3. Assessment of students
4. Quality assurance of teaching staff
5. Learning resources and student support
2- 12

Chapter Two
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7. Public information
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2.1.3 International League Tables and Ranking

International League Tables may also be used as a measure of perceived
quality of HEIs within and between countries and are used extensively by the media
in communicating with the public on higher education matters. League tables can
therefore shape public opinion and public perception of quality and impact internal
behaviour within HEIs who respond by trying to improve their position in the
rankings by focussing on the areas being measured only.
Two of the most commonly used league tables include the Shanghai rankings
and the Times QS (Quacquarelli Symonds) World University Rankings. The criteria
used to assess quality vary between them. The Shanghai rankings focus to a large
extent on academic staff, the number of Nobel prize winners and on the number of
published articles. Traditionally, Times QS used research quality, teaching
commitment and employability of graduates as indicators of quality. More recently.
Times has joined forces with Thomson Reuters (instead of QS) in a bid to develop a
more accurate measuring system. The areas now measured to assess quality include:
teaching (learning environment and international diversity); innovation and research
(citations)’.
The following table shows the position of Irish HEIs as noted in the 2010
Times QS World University Ranking^. Eight Irish HEIs are in the top five hundred
world universities and therefore in the top 3% of higher education institutes
worldwide.

Table 2.1 Times QS World University Ranking 2010
HEI
TCD
UCD
UCC
NUIG
DCU
DIT
NUIM
UL

POSITION
52
114
184
232
330
395
401-450
451-500

League tables should be treated with caution. The Higher Education Funding Council
for England (HEFCE) outlines the difficulties in comparing HEIs using league
tables.

http: WWW.independent.ie education latest-news ucd-ioins-trinity-in-world-league-of-top-l 00universities-2339324.html (accessed 3'^^' February 2011)
^ http: WWW.topuni\ersities.com uni\ ersitv-rankinRs'world-universitv-rankings/2010 (accessed 27‘*’
March 2011)
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“No meaningful league table could fairly demonstrate the performance of all higher
education institutions relative to each other. The HE sector is extremely diverse. Each
institution has its own distinct mission, and each emphasises different aspects of higher
education" (HEFCE 2001).

Each HEI is different in terms of their mission, size and history. An aeeurate
comparison between HEIs is therefore difficult to gauge. In an effort to address this
matter, the ‘International Ranking Expert Group’ (IREG) was established in 2004 by
the UNESCO European Centre for Higher Education (UNESCO-CEPES) and the
Institute for Higher Edueation Policy in Washington, DC. The role of IREG was to
develop a set of guidelines illustrating ‘'quality and good practice ’ in HEI rankings.
The initiative is called ‘the Berlin Principles on Ranking of Higher Education
Institutions’. The guidelines outline: the purposes and goals of rankings; the design
and weighting of indicators; the collection and processing of data and the
presentation of ranking results . It is hoped that these guidelines will lead to an
improvement in the quality of the processes used in carrying out these rankings.

2.1.4 Summary
The development of higher education policy within Europe has had an impact on
individual HEIs in Ireland in the past decades.

Through the Bologna process,

qualifications frameworks and the European Standards and Guidelines are arguably
the two instruments that have had the most impact at institutional level. It must be
noted however that Ireland was progressing with some of these initiatives in advanee
of European policy. System-wide structures such as the National Qualifications
Authority, Higher Edueation and Training Awards Council, Irish Universities
Quality Board and others have all given effect to European policy particularly in
relation to the European Higher Education Area. It is arguable also that European
initiatives to reform the governance and funding of higher education have had less
impact, as much of this is driven at national level. There is a direct relationship
between these quality structures and strategic planning as institutional planning must
take account of policies that impacts on it.

^ http://wwv> .che.de downloads Berlin Principles IREG 534.pdf (accessed 3^^* February 2011)
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2.2 Overview of the Irish Higher Education System

This section provides an overview of the education system in Ireland. It
begins by giving a brief overview of the primary, secondary and further education
sectors. It then considers the higher education sector and the institutions within it.
2.2.1 Early Childhood, Primary and Second level education

The majority of children in Ireland begin their school life at the age of four.
Primary schools in Ireland are generally local state-aided schools. The Irish second
level education system comprises of secondary, vocational, community and
comprehensive schools. The second level education system is designed to provide a
high standard of education to all students and to prepare students for either the world
of work or for continued education. The Leaving Certificate is the final examination
at second level. Level 1 to Level 5 of the NFQ applies to primary and second level
education. On completion of the Leaving Certificate a student achieves Level 5 of
the NFQ- The attainment of Level 5 is important in that the second level education
system provides up to 85% of students to HEIs each year.
The range of courses and training offered to students that engage with further
education varies quite substantially. Programmes offered include post-leaving
certificate courses, vocational training opportunities for the unemployed (VTOS), the
Youthreach scheme for early school leavers. The Back To Education Initiative and
adult literacy programmes.
Further education and training programmes are provided by SOLAS
(formerly FAS), Failte Ireland and TEAGASC (Agriculture and Food Development
Authority). The Further Education and Training Awards Council (FETAC) is
charged with validating programmes, providing certification and ensuring the quality
of programmes on offer. FETAC grants certificates and advanced certificates based
on the National Framework of Qualifications (NFQ) (Level 1-6). The validation of
the award is important with some of these students progressing on to higher
education.
2.2.2 The Irish higher education system

In general, Ireland has a binary system of higher education comprising of the
university sector and Institute of Technology sector. There are 13 professionallyoriented Institutes of Technology (loTs), designated under the Regional Technical
Colleges Act 1992 in addition to the Dublin Institute of Technology and 7
2- 16

Cluipiei' Two

universities.

Literoiin e Reriiov

DIT sits to some extent outside the other 13 loTs, having been

established as an autonomous institution under the DIT Act in 1992 bringing together
six colleges of higher education formerly under the City of Dublin Vocational
Educational Committee. There are also 12 other HEIs funded by the Department of
Education which include colleges of education and specialist institutions such as the
Royal College of Surgeons) as well as a number of private institutions providing
courses accredited by the State.
In terms of the size of the Irish higher education system, statistics from the
DES (Department of Education and Skills) show that numbers in full time education
at the higher education level have grown from 107,501 in 1996/7 to a total of
161,647 in 2010/11. With a population of just over 4 million, and an ECOFfN study
demonstrated that Ireland now has the highest participation rates in higher education
in Europe (Aubyn et al., 2009) and is second only to the UK in the number of
graduates produced per academic staff member employed (a measure of the
efficiency of the system).
The Department of Education and Skills (DES) has overall responsibility for
the higher education system in Ireland with some responsibilities delegated to state
agencies such as the Higher Education Authority (HEA).
2.2.2.1 The Higher Education Authority (HEA)
The HEA was established in 1972 and is responsible for higher education
policy and funding. The HEA is not only the oversight body (including overseeing
that HEIs have a strategic plan) but is also the funding authority for the universities
and more recently for DIT and the lOTs. During the past decade there has been a
substantial government investment in research and development at Irish universities
through HEA-administered programmes such as the Programme for Research in
Third-level Institutions (PRTLI), which was set up in 1998 to identify and fund key
research projects. PRTLI funding to date totals €1.22 billion for example (HEA,
2008).

The Strategic Innovation Fund (SIF) was launched in 1998 and

approximately €100 million was invested in Irish HEIs (HEA, 2009). One fifth of
this funding was granted to research projects that were in line with the Strategy for
Science, Technology and Innovation (Government of Ireland, 2006). The availability
of this additional funding linked to national strategic objectives had an impact on the
strategic direction of individual institutions.
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The National Strategy for Higher Education
Until recently there was an absence of a national strategy for higher education
in Ireland to guide HEIs and provide clear policy to leaders of the higher education
sector. The importance of having a unified strategy for higher education in Ireland
was outlined in the several national development plans, which noted that the
development of the Irish higher education system will have a direct impact on the
social, cultural and economic well-being of the country.

The most recent plan

suggested that to achieve this, the higher education system requires ‘clear national
strategic goals set in the international context and against European Union
objectives ’ (Government of Ireland, 2007).
In 2009 a high level strategy group was set up to develop the national
strategy. The strategy group was asked to describe the role of Irish higher education
in the modem knowledge society and to examine and assess the environment within
which the Irish higher education system operates (e.g. student numbers; funding;
policy objectives; external influences such as demographics and student mobility;
international environment; international benchmarking). The key outputs were (i) to
fomiulate a vision for the Irish higher education sector and develop national policy
objectives for the next twenty years with a particular focus on the next five years and
(ii) Outline the operational framework of the Irish higher education system (e.g.
determine a recommended number of institutions and describe the role of said
institutions. Determine the level of resources needed to achieve such objectives).
The Strategy Group engaged in a wide consultative process and encouraged
submissions from HEIs, Trade Unions, and Enterprise etc. Over one hundred
submissions were received from both individuals and organisations.
The strategy which was produced emphasises three elements of higher
education: Teaching and Learning; Research; Engagement with the Wider
Community. Other objectives include: internationalising higher education; system
governance; coherent framework and a sustainable and equitable funding model
(HEA, 2011). The strategy suggests that there should be an increased level of
accountability and a greater focus on collaboration. It is proposed that some lOTs
should be amalgamated in order to strengthen institutional performance and that a
process of consolidation should lead to the establishment of regional clusters. The
newly amalgamated institutions may apply for Technological University status. The
strategy suggests that diversity of mission should remain. It is also proposed that
governance structures should be reformed at institutional and system levels and that
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there should be a reform of student financing. Performance criteria for the
institutions will in time be based on ‘distinct mission, and, based on demonstrated
strong performance against mission-relevant criteria ’ (HEA, 2011).
The National Strategy for Higher Education is considered in the sections that
follow where relevant. It is important to note that the primary research undertaken
for this study was completed in the absence of a formal national strategy for higher
education.

This research focuses on a time period from 2000 to 2010 yet the

National Strategy for Higher Education was published in 2011. However, given its
importance every effort has been made to consider its impact on the findings of this
research.
2.2.3 Quality Assurance Agencies in Ireland

Over the course of the last decade, there were a number of quality assurance
agencies operating in the higher education area in Ireland, which are considered here.
2.2.3.1 The National Qualifications Authority of Ireland
The National Qualifications Authority of Ireland was established in 1999, and
is responsible for establishing and maintaining the National Framework of
Qualifications. The Qualifications Act also provides that the NQAI is obliged to
review the effectiveness of quality assurance procedures at Dublin Institute of
Technology.
2.2.3.2 The Higher Education and Training Awards Council
The Qualifications (Education and Training) Act 1999 states that the Higher
Education and Training Awards Council (HETAC) must review the quality
assurance procedures of each of the thirteen Institutes of Technology on a regular
basis,
"A recognised institution...shall, having regard to existing procedures, if any, establish
procedures for quality assurance for the purpose offurther improving and maintaining the
quality of education and training which is provided... ” (Government of Ireland 1999).

HETAC may delegate the authority to make awards to the Institutes of
Technology. HETAC was established in 2001 under the Qualifications (Education
and Training) Act 1999. HETAC succeeded the National Council for Educational
Awards (NCEA) (established in 1972) and so has a long history, over thirty years,
relating to quality assurance. HETAC was set up to outline and regulate quality
standards,

accredit and validate programmes, award qualifications, ensure
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programmes meet quality assuranee eriteria (monitor quality) and to assist lOTs with
quality improvement. HETAC is a member of the European Association for Quality
Assurance in Higher Education (ENQA) and is included on the European Quality
Assurance Register (EQAR).
2.2.3.3 Irish Universities Quality Board
The Irish Universities Quality Board (lUQB) was established in 2002. The
lUQB advocate a quality culture in Irish HEIs and evaluate quality assurance
processes as dictated by The Universities Act 1997,
“The Irish Universities Quality Board has been established to support and promote a culture
of quality in Irish higher education and independently evaluate the effectiveness of quality
processes in Irish universities” (Government of Ireland, 1997).

The lUQB have six core functions: to provide information on quality assurance to
stakeholders; to carry out external quality reviews; to promote quality assurance; to
provide information on best practice; to work in line with the European Standards
and Guidelines and with national legislation; to work with national and international
organisations. The lUQB is a member of the EQAR and the ENQA. The lUQB is
essentially an internal function within universities, in that it reports back to the
universities themselves, and therefore is not entirely independent. This lack of
independence from the quality assurance process raises some questions about the
validity and the reliability of such quality assurance reviews.
2.2.3.4 Qualifications and Quality Assurance Authority
At the time of writing a new Qualifications and Quality Assurance agency is
being established through an amalgamation of NQAI, HETAC and FETAC. By
combining these agencies, quality assurance will continue to be reviewed and
developed but in a more centralised manner. The functions of the new agency are
outlined in the Qualifications and Quality Assurance (Education and Training) Bill
2011. There are many challenges to be addressed including harmonisation of quality
assurance practices between the University and Institute of Technology sectors. The
new Authority is largely beyond the scope of this study as it was not in existence for
the decade in question, however it will be considered in terms of any pertinent
findings.

2- 20

Chapter Two

Literature Review

2.2.3.5 Leglislation pertaining to Irish Higher Education

The most significant pieces of legislation that impact on the University and
lOT sectors include: Regional Technical Colleges Act 1992; Dublin Institute of
Technology Act 1992; Institutes of Technology Act 2006; Universities Act 1997 and
The Qualifications (Education and Training) Act 1999. The topics covered in these
acts are outlined in Table 2.1. The Acts relating to the Institutes of Technology
outline the legislation in relation to such areas as: the establishment, membership and
functions of colleges; role of the governing body, director and academic council and
strategic development plan (Government of Ireland, 2006). The Universities Act
1997 outlines the legislation in relation to such items as: functions and governance;
staff; academic council; planning and evaluation (strategic development plan); and
finance.
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Table 2.2 Legislation
Source data: Regional Technical Colleges Act 1992; Dublin Institute of Technology Act 1992;
Institutes of Technology Act 2006; Universities Act 1997; Qualifications (Education and Training)
Act 1998.

LEGISLATION

MAIN TOPICS COVERED

Regional
Technical
Colleges Act 1992
Dublin Institute of
Technology Act 1992

Commencement; Interpretation; Establishment of colleges/institute;
Membership of colleges/institute; Functions of colleges/institute, Governing
body; Functions of Governing Body; Dissolution of Governing Body;
Director/President; (Directors of Institute); Academic Council; General
provisions in relation to staff; Provisions in relation to existing staff;
Programmes and budget; Annual report and information; Grants, Accounts
and Audits; Fees and charges; Transfer of property and liabilities;
Preservation of contracts and continuance of legal proceedings; Inspection;
Expenses; Regulations; Short title

Institutes of
Technology Act 2006
(Amendments
to previous Acts)

Part 1: Preliminary and General: Short title, commencement and collective
citations; Definitions
Part 2: Amendment of Regional Technical Colleges Acts e.g. Academic
Freedom; Functions of Governing Body; Provisions in relation to certain
staff; Budgets; Governance of lOTs; Executive Functions; Strategic
Development Plan; Equality Policy; Dispute Resolution; Reviews
Part 3: Amendment of Dublin Institute of Technology Acts e.g. Academic
Freedom; Functions of Governing Body; Provisions in relation to certain
staff; Budgets; Keeping of accounts and records; Inspection; Governance of
DIT; Executive Functions; Strategic Development Plan; Equality Policy;
Dispute Resolution; Reviews
Part 4: Miscellaneous: Amendment of Higher Education Authority Act
1971; Amendment of Universities Act 1997; Amendment of The
Qualifications (Education and Training) Act 1999; Repeal of sections 19, 37
and 38 of the Vocational Education (Amendment) Act 2001
Part 1: Preliminary and General: Short title, commencement; Interpretation;
Application; Expenses; Repeals and savings
Part 2: Establishment and Identity of Universities
Part 3: Universities Generally: Objects and functions; Governance; Interim
Arrangements; Staff of University; Academic Council; Charters and
Statutes; Planning and Evaluation; Finance, Property and Reporting; The
National University of Ireland Maynooth; National University of Ireland;
An tUdaras; Miscellaneous
Part 1: Preliminary and General: Short title; commencement; collective
citation; and construction
Part 2: National Qualifications of Ireland; Establishment of National
Qualifications Authority of Ireland; Membership of Authority; Objects of
Authority; Functions of Authority; Review by Authority; Determination by
Authority; Grants
Part 3: Further Education and Training Awards Council: The CouncilGeneral Provisions; Delegation of Authority
Part 4: Higher Education and Training Awards Council: The CouncilGeneral Provisions; Delegation of Authority; Charters; Amendment of Act
1992; Dissolution of National Council for Educational Awards, etc.; Dublin
Institute of Technology; Role of Universities; Universities established under
section 9 of Act of 1997; Protection for Learners; General Provisions

Universities Act 1997

The Qualifications
(Education and
Training) Act 1999

Each of these pieces of legislation has influenced the course of Irish higher education
and reference to these key pieces of legislation is made throughout this research.
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2.2.4 Higher Education Reform agenda in Ireland

Developments in higher education during the last decade were set against an
agenda for the modernisation of the Irish public service which began in 1994 with
the Strategic Management Initiative (Government of Ireland, 1994) and subsequent
initiatives such as Delivering Better Government (Government of Ireland, 1996), the
Programme for Prosperity and Fairness (Government of Ireland, 1999a), Sustaining
Progress (Government of Ireland, 2003) and Towards 2016 (Government of Ireland,
2006b). The modernisation programme for the Irish public service has its roots in
the Strategic Management Initiative (SMI) which was initiated in 1994 with the aims
of ensuring that, on an ongoing basis, the public service would (i) make a greater
contribution to national development (ii) be a provider of excellent services to the
public and (iii) make effective use of resources.
‘Delivering Better Government’, initiated in 1996, expanded on the
framework set out in the SMI by incorporating six key organisational themes
including : greater accountability and openness; quality customer service; efficient
and fair operation of simplified regulations and improvements in human resource
management, financial management and enhanced information systems management.
A major policy instrument driving reform of the Irish Public Service during
the 2000-2003 period was the Programme for Prosperity and Fairness (PPF)
(Government of Ireland, 1999a). The PPF required public sector organisations to
implement a strategic management framework (possibly for the first time) and also
expected better management of resources, devolution of responsibility and
accountability, increasing job satisfaction and creating a culture of openness and
transparency in all aspects of service provision (Government of Ireland, 1999a).
Sustaining Progress (2003-2005) was the successor to the PPF and it aimed to
provide a focused strategy for managing the Irish economy (Government of Ireland,
2003). A specific modernisation agenda was set for the lOT sector which included
initiatives such as partnership approaches, stable industrial relations, performance
management and development of staff, flexible modes of delivery, reductions in
teaching workloads to facilitate research and other approved projects, quality
assurance, and service to learners and other customers (Government of Ireland,
2003).
Towards 2016 was the successor for Sustaining Progress and furthers the
modernisation agenda for the public sector, placing an emphasis on partnership
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approaches, work place learning, equal opportunities and work-life balance
(Government of Ireland, 2006b). The policy of transforming the Irish public sector
has remained constant not withstanding the economic crisis and change of
government in February 2011. Ireland has a relatively strong trade union movement
and several social partnership agreements had been established during the previous
ten years. The Government negotiated an agreement with the main public sector
unions in June 2010, known locally as the ‘Croke Park Agreement’, in which it gave
a commitment to (i) no further pay cuts and (ii) no compulsary redundancies, if
specified reforms and flexibilities in work practices were implemented (Government
of Ireland, 2010e).
2.2.5 Funding of Irish Higher Education
Bayenet et al. 2000 note that in an era when demand for higher education is
increasing, government expenditure is generally decreasing, forcing a number of
responses in HEI (Bayenet et al., 2000).

Some governments have linked

performance to funding with varying degrees of success.

Some countries {e.g.

France, Finland and Switzerland) have introduced performance contracts (OECD,
2003) which involve agreeing funding on the basis of achieving medium term
objectives. Trends include the allocation of funds to HEls in a lump sum format with
competitive funding linked to specific national objectives. The new HEA funding
model contains many of these features (i) a lump sum allocation based on student
numbers (ii) a top slice of performance based funding and (iii) the Strategic
Investment Fund (HEA, 2006).

Research funding is still primarily based on a

competitive bidding process but is moving from lump sum allocations to specific
earmarked objectives. Most countries have maintained student tuitition fees to help
pay for their third level sector and Ireland would be one of a handful of OECD
countries that has not. Instead Ireland has a ‘student contribution’ fee which has
steadily risen to €2,000 in the past ten years. Many HEIs, recognising the need to
reduce dependence on public funds, seek private funding for their activities.
2.2.6 Higher Education Institutions in Ireland
This research focuses on the university sector, DIT and the lOT sector only as
they comprise the vast majority of all student enrolments in higher education in
Ireland.. Boyer observed that the work of universities centres on four main activities:
discovery, teaching, application and integration (Boyer, 1990).
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traditional universities a second sector of higher education has been established in
some countries which has a more professional or practical orientation.

If a

traditional research-intensive university places its emphasis at the discovery end of
the scale, then this second sector can generally be said to emphasise teaching,
application and integration.

The 13 Institutes of Technology (lOT) and Dublin

Institute of Technology found their origins in this 'non-university sector’ although
the divisions between the sectors are less clear cut in recent years.

In OECD

countries this second sector includes Instituts Universitaires de Technologic (lUT
France), Fachhochschulen (Germany), Technologika Ekpaideftika Idrimata (Greece),
Institutes of Technology (New Zealand), Hogescholen (the Netherlands) and
Escuelas Universitarias (Spain).

Some countries have collapsed an extant binary

system into a flat structure such as the Polytechnics (UK) and Colleges of Advanced
Education (Australia). A measure of the challenge facing the Bologna process in the
coming years is the extent to which this second sector differs between countries in
terms of (i) levels and length of courses of study (ii) articulation and progression to
the university sector (iii) status as an awarding and accreditation body (iv) control
over admissions (v) level of research activity (vi) provision of vocational and further
education etc.. A brief glance through the OECD country reports (OECD, 2006)
makes it obvious why the non-descript term 'non-university sector' is so popular in
the literature - it is used as a catch all phrase for a loosely defined sector in which it
is difficult to find two identical models.
The university sector and lOT sector apply the NFQ from Level 6 to Level
10. Level 6 is a Higher Certificate (two year full-time course). Level 7 is an Ordinary
Bachelor Degree, Level 8 is an Honours Bachelor Degree, Level 9 is a Masters
Degree or a Post-Graduate Diploma and Level 10 is a PhD (NQAI, 2009).
2.2.5.1 Irish Universities
There are seven universities recognised under the Universities Act 1997.
These include: University College Cork, University College Dublin, National University
of Ireland Galway, National University of Ireland Maynooth, Trinity College Dublin,
University of Limerick, Dublin City University. Universities award their own degrees
and offer programmes up to PhD level.
The functions of the governing authority include: to manage university
property; to employ a chief officer and other employees as necessary; develop
stringent interview procedures that assess the calibre of potential employees; appoint
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additional committees to assist them when required; promote the Irish language and
traditions; promote gender balance and equal opportunity; facilitate access for under
represented groups and to promote the social, economic and cultural development of
Ireland (Government of Ireland, 1997).
The Universities Act 1997 outlines the internal quality assurance processes of
the Irish university system.

Ownership of quality assurance rests with the

universities as they are required to undertake honest self assessments which are
subject to review by external panels (Government of Ireland, 1997). Under the
Universities Act 1997, it is stipulated that each university must review quality
assurance procedures periodically,
“A governing authority, in consultation with the academic council, shall, as soon as
practicable after the governing authority is established under this Act and at such other times
as it thinks fit, require the chief officer to establish procedures for quality assurance aimed at
improving the quality of education and related services provided by the university"
(Government of Ireland 1997).

These quality assurance procedures should aim to improve the quality of
teaching and learning and should also improve the provision of associated services.
The university is required to evaluate and seek feedback from students on the quality
of the services, teaching and research provided. This evaluation is also carried out by
comparing provision at national and international level and takes place at least once
every ten years. The results and recommendations of the evaluation are published
and are implemented wherever possible, unless there are inadequate resources to do
so. The implementation of the recommendations is also subject to inspection
(Government of Ireland, 1997).

2 3.2 Dublin Institute of Technology
.

Dublin Institute of Technology (DIT) historically was distinct from the lOTs and
Universities. Over one hundred years old, it is one of Ireland’s largest institutions
and has been a doctoral-awarding institution for over thirty years, one of the main
distinguishing features from the lOT sector. The National Strategy for Higher
Education however does not make a distinction between DIT and the lOTs and
considers DIT part of the lOT sector.

2 3.3 Irish Institutes of Technology (lOTs)
.

There are thirteen lOTs in the Republic of Ireland. These are recognised
under the RTC Act 1992 and they include: Athlone IT, IT Blanchardstown, Cork IT,
IT Carlow, Dundalk IT, Dun Laoghaire Institute of Art, Design and Technology,
Letterkenny IT, Galway-Mayo IT, Limerick IT, IT Sligo, IT Tallaght, IT Tralee, and
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Waterford IT. The lOTs offer programmes at undergraduate and post-graduate level.
All lOTs have delegated authority to offer awards to Level 9 of the NFQ (Masters
Level). Approxim.ately half of lOTs have delegated authority to offer awards up to
Level 10 (PhD) in selected disciplines. The Irish lOTs have an applied, professional
teaching focus primarily and most have Schools of Science, Engineering &
Technology and Business.
In the lOTs, the Governing Body is intended to operate primarily in a policy
setting role and is ultimately responsible for the academic quality, integrity, planning
and financial health of the Institute. The Governing Body comprises of 19 members
including a Chair, the Director of the Institute and 17 members made up of 2 student
and 2 staff representatives, 6 nominees from the local Vocational Education
Committee (VEC), 5 nominees from the Academic Council and 5 nominees from the
VEC. The Governing Body is elected for a five year term. Both the Fortrell report
on the future roles of the Institutes of Technology (Fortrell, 2003) and the OECD
review of higher education in Ireland (OECD, 2004b) called for the Institutes to be
allowed to appoint their own members using a prescribed nominations procedure.
The OECD recommended that the governance of the lOT move closer to that laid
down in the Qualifications Act for the Irish Universities with the caveats that (i) the
size of governing bodies be reduced (ii) that they be comprised of a significant
majority of lay members and (iii) the Chair would be elected from the membership
rather than appointed by the Minister (OECD, 2004b).
The lOT have operated under the Code of Practice for the governance of third
level Institutions since June 2003 (DoES, 2003). Prior to this, an internal audit
committee was established in 1998 as a sub-committee of the Governing Body,
which considers financial audit, value for money and audit of effectiveness of
resource allocation. An internal audit function was introduced in 2000 to meet a
DoES requirement covering areas such as admissions, value for money, training and
recruitment expenditure, management information, litigation and strategic planning.
2.2.7 Summary

Despite the aim of the Bologna Declaration (European Union, 1999) of
creating a common space for higher education in Europe, Teichler notes that research
in higher education is a relatively small field (Teichler, 2003).

Shattock, who

chaired the OECD review of higher education in Ireland (OECD, 2004), states that
the level of investment in institutional research is ‘perilously low ’ (Shattock, 2003).
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Research in higher education management often finds its origins in the field of
institutional research offices - internal offices within HEIs that produce statistics and
information to support decision making.
This section has provided an overview of the trends and factors in the
operating environment of Irish HEIs in the last twenty years.

Legislation

surrounding the governance of Irish HEIs and their quality assurance framework is
well established for both the lOT and University sector. The Irish education system
has a well established and comprehensive quality assurance system in place. The
system is governed by several agencies each attempting to promote and improve
quality matters. The NFQ brought greater clarity to the interrelationships between
various parts of the education system and played a major part in aligning the quality
of programmes and in improving opportunities for access, transfer and progression.
The Irish higher education system went through a period of sustained reform, as part
of a wider public sector modernisation agenda. Changes at national level to funding
arrangements, staff contracts and other management practices have exerted external
pressures at institutional level. These external trends and pressures must be taken
into account by the strategic planning process of a HEI.
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2.3 Strategic Planning
A review of strategic planning literature is essential if a realistic attempt is to
be made to answer the research questions of this study.
different

philosophical

approaches

to

strategy

Ihis section explores

development,

the

special

considerations needed when applying strategic planning in a higher education
culture, the components of strategic planning models and the benefits and limitations
of strategic planning.
Organisations undertake strategic planning for a variety of reasons but
providing direction and adapting to the environment in which we live is a key driver.
Change is inevitable and the velocity at which change is occurring is ever increasing.
Organisations aiming to be successful in their field need to be aware of and to act in
line with our volatile environment. Organisations that attempt to engage in business
without taking note of such a complex environment are leading themselves to their
own demise (Murk et al., 1998).

The success and accomplishments of an

organisation operating in a changing environment lies in the development and
implementation of an efficient and effective strategic plan (Carr et al., 2004).
Strategy may also be undertaken for other purposes, as in the case of Irish HEIs in
the last decade, because it is required by leglislation and/or funding agencies.
A strategy ‘provides a context for the organisation' to achieve stated goals
and objectives and a framework to achieve them (Wright, 2005). Strategic planning
is a self-analysis that tends to force the organisation to examine their capacity for
development and growth in a turbulent and unstable environment, the aim being to
align the organisation with its environment. Strategic decisions in a business
environment are influenced by: attaining competitive advantage; maximising
opportunities and strengths; minimising weaknesses and threats; aligning resources
and actions to the external environment and long-term direction (Johnson and
Scholes, 2002).
2.3.1 Approaches to strategy development

A strategy may be defined as ‘a plan for the future and patterns from the
past’ (Mintzberg and Quinn, 1996). A strategy is considered to be a long-term plan
which aims to assist the development and growth of an organisation.

A strategy

enables an organisation to focus on where they are and where they want to go.
Strategic planning has its origins in the military in the USA followed by the US
corporate sector. The evolution of strategic planning as outlined by (Gouillart, 1995)
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begins with the SWOT analysis in the 1950’s; the qualitative and quantitative models
of the 1960’s; the shareholder value model, Porter’s five forces model in the 1980’s
and the business transformation model in 1980’s. More recent strategic planning
models have attempted to incorporate some degree of flexibility in responding to
change and have placed a greater focus on organisational learning.
A fundamental distinction between the development of strategy and strategic
planning must be drawn from the outset. Whittington contends that there are four
approaches to strategy development which are differentiated by (i) the intended
outcomes of the strategy and (ii) the processes used to develop it, as illustrated in
Figure 1 (Whittington, 2001).

Figure 2.1 Approaches to strategy development
Maximisation of t/iiended ouicome

CLASSICAL

EVOLUTIONARY

Afasiers of our Universe

Survival ofthe Finest

Ofilheute^ ....
processes

, Enitv^enl
pnn esses

SYSTEMIC

PROCESSUAL

Fla)' by local rules

Go wUh the Flaw

PlyraUiitic Outcomes
(Many possible outcomes, intended and unintended)

Oenerir perspecin es on stwieg^' Adaptedfmm (ilEiltington. 2003)

The Classical approach to strategy development assumes that deliberate
planning is vital to future success, that changes in the environment can be mastered
and that the future can be predicted with certainty. This approach dominates higher
education management, as evidenced by the widespread production of institutional
strategic plans which have articulated a long-term vision, goals and objectives. In
stark contrast the Evolutionary approach argues that long-term strategy is futile and
that 'survival of the fittest’ in the marketplace is the appropriate approach. The
Processual approach also considers long-term strategy to be futile but gives less
credence to the power of the market place, focusing instead on continual adaptation
and learning within an organisation. The Systemic approach asserts that deliberate
strategy development does matter but it depends on the particular social context in
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which it takes place and that it can be driven by multiple outcomes and agendas {e.g.
professional pride, managerial power, etc.).
According to Johnson et al. (2005) the development of strategy is complex
and that it should be looked at in a number of different ways or through various
"lenses in order to gain a full insight into the development of strategy. The strategy
lenses are seen therefore as three distinct ways of examining the issues of strategy
development in an organisation. The Lenses inelude strategy as design, strategy as
experience, strategy as ideas and strategy as discourse.
Strategy as Design is similar to the Classical approach, where strategy is
logically determined in a top-down manner, and where future directions are based on
a thorough analysis of the current state.

It is essentially an ‘analyse-select-

implement’ process. Strategy as design occurs when strategy takes place in
sequential order or when a ‘logical process’ is used. Strategy as design suggests that
careful, analytical, evaluative and objective techniques are used to develop a
strategy. Strategy development is seen therefore as ‘a process of systematic thinking
and reasoning ’. This method of strategy development foeuses the organisation and
assists it in appropriate ‘positioning’ so that the organisation’s strengths and
opportunities are maximised and threats and weaknesses are minimised. Another
feature of ‘strategy as design’ is that objectives are clearly outlined and are
unambiguous (Johnson at al., 2005).
Strategy as Experience is similar to the Processualist approach, where
strategy is based on the continuous adaptation of past strategies based on experience.
‘Strategy as experience’ suggests that strategy development is influeneed by
‘individual and collective experience’ of the personnel within the organisation.
Therefore strategy is influenced by the previous experienee of those in the
organisation (Johnson et al., 2005). In this view strategy is greatly influenced by
taken for granted assumptions (culture) and involves large levels of bargaining and
negotiation. Strategy as Experienee earries with it a risk of the effect known as
strategic drift as a result of failing to act upon environmental changes by being too
'path dependent' on past activity. Mintzberg terms this ‘Emergent strategy’, a pattern
of aetion that develops over time in an organisation in the absenee of a speeifie
mission and goals, or despite a mission and goals (Mintzberg & Quinn, 1998).
Strategy as Ideas is similar to the Evolutionary approach, where strategy is a
‘bottom-up’ process influenced from the environment.

‘Strategy as ideas’ foeuses

on the signifieance of innovation. It assumes evolution, change and diversity. This is
2-
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achievable where management and staff work together, share ideas and ehallenge
ideas. HEIs operate in an extremely competitive environment, where many
institutions are fighting for students from the same pool of applieants. Zahra et al.
(1999) note innovation as a vital element in improving the performanee of an
organisation. Mone et al. (1998) also eontend that innovation is fundamental to the
sueeessfiil competitiveness of an organisation. To that end it is essential that
individual HEIs are innovative if they are to have a fighting chance of sueceeding.
Innovation is limited in organisations where conformity is promoted and encouraged.
Innovation is also restricted in organisations where a top-down management system
is in operation thereby limiting and even preventing the natural creativity of
employees.
Strategy as Diseourse is similar to the Systemie approaeh, as it depends on
the partieular social context in which it takes plaee and aeknowledges that strategy it
can be driven by multiple outcomes and agendas (e.g. pride, ambition etc.). Strategy
development focuses on com.munieating and building support for ideas.
Mintzberg et al. (1998) identify the following nine schools of thought in
relation to strategy development that fall into two fundamental types.

The

Prescriptive type is based on the assumption that the environment is relatively stable
and the purpose of strategy development is to respond or adjust to the environment.
Within this, there are the Design School, Planning School and Positioning School.
This has similar characteristics to Whittington’s Classical/Systemic Approaches and
Johnson et al.'s Strategy as Design.

Mintzberg’s Deseriptive Type of strategy

development makes the assumption that the approaeh is derived from empirical
findings or disciplinary methods and includes the following sehools of thought :
Entrepreneurial sehool. Cognitive school. Learning school. Cultural school. Political
school and Environmental school. These Schools will be considered in more detail
where relevant in the seetions that follow.
Johnson et al. (2005) further differentiates strategy development as 'intended
strategy’ and as ‘emergent strategy’.

Intended strategy is deliberately planned in

organisations. This is reflective of Whittington’s classical and systematic strategy
development (Whittington, 1993). A desired strategic direction is set out and this
strategy is realised if it is followed and pursued by an organisation. Sometimes
however the intended strategy is not the realised strategy or the strategy actually
being followed by the organisation. Intended strategy may be developed in
organisations in a number of ways: strategy workshops draw on the experience of
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participants rather than employing a ‘top-down’ approach; strategy consultants may
be employed to provide objective insight; strategy may be 'externally imposed’ by
government regulations. In this approach the intended strategy should be followed
until it is realised.

If the intended strategy cannot be realised, then an emerging

strategy evolves and replaces it. The intended and emergent strategies are linked to
experience or the ‘experience lens’. Whittington (1993) related an emergent strategy
to evolutionary and processual strategy development.
Strategies therefore are not always deliberate or premeditated. According to
Mintzberg (1996) strategies may materialise if circumstances arise where something
needs to be invented or altered. Emergent strategy may develop from ‘logical
incrementalism

Logical incrementalism is defined by Johnson et al. (2005) as ‘the

deliberate development of strategy by experimentation and learning from partial
commitments

Managers involved in logical incrementalism are very flexible and

adaptive to change. They have a general idea of where they want the company to be
in the future but they do not attempt to be too specific. Such managers are constantly
involved in scanning for internal and external threats to the organisation and are
prepared to adapt the strategic plan when necessary. A key concept in Mintzberg’s
view of emergent strategy is that the whole organisation contributes to strategy,
based on pervious tacit and explicit experiences, as opposed to the ‘top-down’
approach implied in the intended or deliberate strategy approach. It is therefore a
model that may resonate more within the HEI environment as it favours collegiality
and it favours incremental change rather than radieal change. Mintzberg (1996) also
highlights this with reference to professional organisations and suggests that ‘change
does not sweep in, it seeps in ’.
Strategy also emerges and develops according to resource allocation. This is
known as the 'Bower-Burgleman ’ explanation. Managers deciding between various
proposals may use associated resources as a deciding factor. Over the long-term, this
will guide the strategy of the organisation (Johnson et al, 2005). Both public and
private sector organisations are affected by resource allocation. HEI’s have limited
control over resources as they do not always know their budgets in advance.
Although the private sector will inevitably have issues concerning resources, it is
arguable that they have more freedom to allocate resources in a manner that they
regard appropriate.
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Cultural processes may also impact on emergent and incremental strategy
development. The culture of an organisation is related to ‘the beliefs that are shared
by members of an organisation’ (Johnson et ai, 2005). The organisational culture
may be viewed in terms of: ‘values, beliefs, behaviours and taken-for-granted
assumptions’ about the organisation (Johnson et ai, 2005). Organisational culture
can impact on the development of emergent and incremental strategy.

Strategic

decisions that are not taken in line with the existing culture of a HEI or a private
organisation will often be met with resistance from staff, customers or other
stakeholders. If a culture is strong within an organisation or if it has developed over
a long period of time as in the higher education sector, the employees can become
‘politicised’ and they often perceive any changes as major threats (Moorehead and
Griffin, 1989). Strategic decisions may therefore not always be in the best interests of
the organisation. There is often a standardised way of doing things (e.g. in line with
the culture of the organisation) and this in turn may lead to strategic drift and even a
decline in the success of the organisation (Johnson et ai, 2005).
The effectiveness of emergent strategy may also be hindered by political
influences. This occurs when internal and external groups exert powerful influence
on strategy development which may not necessarily be beneficial to the company.
New ideas may be disregarded by groups within an organisation if they do not
understand the importance or likely benefits of innovation.

On the other hand,

political influence may be advantageous as the tensions and conflicts between those
involved may actually lead to innovative and creative ideas (ideas lens).
Intended and emergent strategy may be seen as a continuum of strategy
making process.

Mintzberg and Waters (2006) describe the eight steps between

intended and emergent strategy as: planned; entrepreneurial; ideological; umbrella;
process; unconnected; consensus and imposed.

The situation of an organisation

along this continuum will differ significantly according to the type and structure of
the organisation.

Mintzberg and Waters (2006) state that universities are located

closer to the emergent end of the continuum. They believe that universities are built
on a series of unconnected strategies, for example on the individual personal
strategies of academic staff and that there is generally no clear vision in place. This
is perhaps a contradiction in terms as HEIs generally use an intended process rather
than an emergent process in formulating strategy.
Recent years have seen a shift from traditional planning to future planning.
‘Foresight planning’ has been proposed as a strategy which focuses on the long-term
2-
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future survival and development of an organisation. Organisations inevitably operate
within a complex and competitive environment and therefore need to be innovative,
imaginative and willing to take action.

Hayward (2004) defines foresight as ‘a

deliberate process of expanding awareness and understanding through futures
scanning and the clarification of emerging situations

The use of foresight should

increase the number of possible strategic options available so that strategy-making
will be more effective (Voros, 2003). Strategy development through the use of the
ideas lens or through foresight planning should lead to the emergence of new ideas,
which in turn should improve and supplement the development and implementation
of strategies within an organisation.
Foresight planning can be difficult to introduce into an organisation.
Managers and employees may have difficulty comprehending or accepting the need
to focus on the development of the organisation over such a long time span e.g.
whether three years or twenty years. Ratcliffe (2006) believes that the difficulty in
introducing foresighting into an organisation arises from a failure of management
and employees to recognise the scale and extent of the implementation effort needed
to use a futures based approach. A complication also arises when attempting to
change management beliefs, outlook, opinions, hopes and ambitions.
‘Scenario planning’ may also be used as a strategic planning tool in an
organisation. It differs to foresight panning in that it does not attempt to identify one
most likely eventuality and to then establish one best strategy to deal with that.
Rather scenario planning seeks to identify a range of possible future outcomes or
scenarios and therefore to apply appropriate reactions to each. Wright (2005) defines
scenarios as ‘stories about plausible alternative futures Scenario planning enables
managers and employees to be imaginative and creative about future scenarios and to
challenge current thinking.

Such an exercise would not be feasible using a

traditional rational approach. Scenario planning may be used purely as an ideageneration device e.g. looking at strategy development through an ideas lens and
then the most probable strategy selected and further elaborated.
Courtney (2003) suggests that a declining number of organisations are using
scenario planning. It is suggested that managers believe that there is too much focus
on long-term visions and hence not enough time focusing on short term decisions. It
is also suggested that organisations may waste too much time on examining
scenarios that are unrealistic and that may never occur.
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difference between what management hope to achieve and what the scenario
planning process was established to achieve.
Mum.ford (2000) believes that all organisations have a strategy. He argues
that even if an organisation does not have a written strategy they have a ‘de-facto ’
strategy which is how they intend to act in the world within which they operate.
Wright (2005) highlights the importance of such a strategy, ‘the absence of strategy
is fine, ifyou don’t care where you are going’.
Rational planning, emergent and intended strategies, foresight planning and
scenario planning may all have their uses but their validity is debatable considering
that they do not question underlying assumptions within the HEIs. Bruton (1987)
suggests that which ever strategic planning model is being used, that the HEI
involved should take the following factors into account: the relationship between the
HEI and the external environment; the ongoing degree of uncertainty and change and
the need to distinguish between strategic planning and operational planning. Wright
(2005) also warns of the possibility of a strategy becoming a 'straight jacket ’ for an
organisation. An organisation may adhere too stringently to a strategy and therefore
limit the possibilities of growth for the organisation.
The approach taken to strategy development by a HEI has far-reaching
consequences.

For example, what is considered a success from the classical

perspective may be a failure from a processualist perspective. One might consider
that the completion of the original objectives of a classical 5-year strategic plan to be
admirable, unless important changes in the environment are being ignored in the
interim.

Each of the approaches has fundamental consequences for the broader

dimensions of higher education management such as leadership, decision making,
operational planning, organisational structures and change management.
2.3.2 Strategic Planning in Higher Education

Developing a strategy can be extremely complex depending on the context.
Many authors agree that there is no one best strategy. The type of strategy developed
and implemented by an organisation depends very much on the nature of the
organisation as well as on the environment in which it operates. In developing a
strategy, organisations may firstly need to analyse the factors that have an effect on
them.
Until the late 1960’s the prevailing wisdom was that a collegial culture
predominated in higher education (McNay, 1995). It is based on a somewhat utopian
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view of a ‘community of scholars ’ reaching decisions by consensus.

There is

considerable scope for conflict within the community however and no obvious
mechanism within the model to resolve it. The collegial model assumes policies,
structures and processes are set rather than investigating the mechanisms by which
these change over time (Baldridge, 1971). El-Khawas (2000) undertook an empirical
study in US universities and noted that HEIs still retain some of the characteristics of
the collegial model. Thys-Clement and Wilkin found that senior academics in the 20
EU universities they studied maintained that while the collegial culture still
predominated in the academic heartland it is seldom the only method used (ThysClement and Wilkin, 1998).
Baldridge states however that while some pockets of a HEl may operate in a
collegial fashion that it is ''misleading simplicity that glosses over many of the
realities of a complex university” (Baldridge, 1971). In the early 1970s he extended
the collegial model to capture two further features of the HEl which are (i) nonformal authority/power and (ii) the d>mamic nature of the organisation. In his
'political model ’ non-formal authority can prevail given the relative autonomy of the
academic heartland and the model also recognises the complex social system with its
special interest groups who bring pressure to bear on decision makers.
In the mid-seventies Weick declared HEIs to be ‘loosely coupled systems'
which he characterised by a lack of general co-ordination, transparency and
regulation (Weick, 1976). He argues that HEIs exhibit fragmented internal structures
with tensions between the academic heartland and centralised management (which
will be subsequently referred to as 'the Centre ’). Bayenet et al. contend that the
academic heartland is further fragmented with competing academic units (Bayenet et
al, 2000).

Cohen and March are less charitable when they refer to 'organised

anarchies’ characterised by (i) ill-defined goals (ii) lack of understanding of
organisational processes and (iii) fluid and part-time participation by staff (Cohen
and March, 1974). Weiler argues that, comparatively speaking, higher education in
general is ambivalent about change (Weiler, 2005).

El-Khawas found that US

universities exhibited inconsistent goals and anarchistic decision making not
withstanding attempts at reform (El-Khawas, 1998). Mintzberg contends that HEIs
exhibit many of the facets of ‘the professional bureaucracy ’ which essentially relies
on the skills of a highly specialised and largely autonomous workforce (Mintzberg,
1996). Other examples include accountancy firms, law firms and hospitals. The
bureaucratic culture is characterised by formal hierarchies, rules and policies and the
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'Committee’, as a decision making forum, thrives in this culture. Henkel notes that
the stereotypical historical culture in the polytechnic sector in the UK was that of a
local government bureaucracy (Henkel, 2004) and her work is particularly relevant
here as the lOT have their origins in a similar system (Vocational Educational
Committees).
Much of the available literature on strategic planning relates to the corporate
sector with a smaller subset addressing the different driving forces of the public
sector. Some authors have looked at the unique characteristics of strategic planning
in higher education specifically addressing models, advantages, limitations and case
studies (Conway et ai, 1994; Thys-Clement & Wilkin, 1998; Pidcock, 2001; Rowley
et al, 2001; Tabatoni et ai, 2004; Davies, 2004).

The classical approach

predominates the higher education management literature to the point that it is almost
synonymous with strategic planning. It will be seen in Chapter Four that Irish HEls
followed the classical approach almost exclusively and so this research focuses on
this approach.
A plethora of authors agree that strategic planning is an essential part of
management in the higher education sector (Thys-Clement and Wilkin, 1998;
Davies, 2004). Skilbeck (2001) argues that the external environment has a major
impact on all HEls and that institutions may engage with and manage the change this
brings or suffer the consequences as the impacts of the external environment are
ultimately forced upon them.
Many organisations in the private sector are recognised as leading the way in
strategic planning. A number of authors agree that the higher education sector
became concerned with the development of strategic planning just as the private
sector became aware of its limitations (Bimbaum, 1992).

Preedy et al. (1997)

believe that it is 'naive ’ to think that strategic planning processes used by the private
sector can be appropriately adopted into the HETs.
The freedom that organisations have in establishing a strategic plan varies
dramatically. The HEls have limited scope in strategic planning as they are required
to adhere to their mission as outlined in national legislation (Johnson et ai, 2005). It
is argued that the effectiveness of strategic planning in the higher education sector
can be limited due to political influences and the pursuit of self-interests (Pidcock,
2001).

Davies (2004) contends that strategic planning involves a variety of

stakeholders, each with their own interests, and that this in itself renders strategic
planning a complex process. Academics’ loyalties are considered to be primarily to
2- 3R

Chupte)' Two

Litcrotuiv Review

their discipline, then to the department and thirdly to the HEI. This is referred to as
an 'inverted pyramid’ (Henkel, 2004).

It is difficult therefore to imagine how

institutional level strategy may be developed by a team of academics, without bias
and with an openness for new ideas and opportunities that may benefit the entire
HEI.
Staff involvement in the strategic planning process in higher education is
therefore of paramount importance. Many authors agree that staff involvement is key
to the success of the strategic planning process in higher education (Bimbaum, 2000;
Davies, 2004; Baynet et al., 2000; Tabatoni et ai, 2004; Henkel, 2004; Allen, 2003).
Parkes et al. (2006) argues that employees are the key ingredient for the strategic
success {‘the panacea for success’) of an organisation. Employees add value and
should be involved in decision making and in any issues that affect their work. It is
believed that staff become more engaged in their work and feel more fulfilled and in
control of their work (Allen, 2003).

These benefits may in turn affect overall

performance.
The degree to which private sector strategy development can be successfully
adopted by HEIs is questionable as there are many differences between the two
sectors. The private sector has the resources as well as the freedom to develop a
strategic plan with arguably less influence from external forces. HEIs on the other
hand, have a predefined mission which is governed by legislation. HEIs are not
permitted to stray too far Irom these and therefore long term planning is affected by
the predefined mission. Rowley et al. (2001) carried out research on the mission
statements of American HEIs and concluded that education, research and
contribution to community were the priorities of the mission statements. These are
quite similar to those noted in relation to Ireland. The private sector on the other
hand may define their mission without government constraints, and can change
direction significantly.
HEIs also face constraints in relation to funding with the government
providing the majority of the funding. In theory, the public sector provides value for
public money and offers a service to a variety of stakeholders. Conversely, the
private sector is not subject to changing government funding policies and its main
driver is to make profit, or a return to stakeholders. The unique culture of HEIs
places constraints on the level of freedom and autonomy when carrying out strategic
planning. The differences between the private sector and the public sector suggest
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2.3.3.1 Articulation of the organisation’s mission
In this model, an organisation’s strategy begins with their mission statement
whieh highlights the main reason the organisation exists and what its main aim or
mission is (Conway, 1994). The mission statement is vital in directing the
development and implementation of strategy (Conway et al., 1994). It is a statement
that should inspire and create focus and should be shared and felt by all members of
the organisation, therefore providing a common goal. A mission statement should
address six questions:
1. What is the purpose of the organisation?
2. Who are we?
3. How do we respond to stakeholders?
4. What are the basic needs we exist to fulfil?
5. What is our philosophy?
6. What makes us unique or distinctive? (Mintzberg, 1996).
The goal or the focus of the mission statement may vary between each organisation
giving them an individual purpose.
2.3.3.2 Creating a vision
Senge contends that shared vision at its simplest level is an answer to the
question “What do we want to create?” (Senge, 1990).

Shared vision should be a

compelling and exciting vision of the future centred around a larger longer term
purpose {e.g.

“creating opportunities/enriching student lives” as opposed to

“providing degrees in... ”). Negative visions which are externally focused around
threats to the organisation should be avoided. Analysis of the current reality is not
enough to engender change unless it is set against the desired future and conversely
vision which is not grounded in reality is likely to be met with cynicism. Hamel and
Pralahad note that in some ways strategic planning mitigates against the development
of shared vision as it focuses too early on the mechanics of an environmental
analysis - they ask whether strategic plans reveal more about today’s plans than
tomorrows opportunities (Hamel and Prahalad, 1989). Articulation of the mission
statement is normally followed or preceded by creating a vision statement. The
vision stresses how the organisation perceives itself e.g. the long-term vision for the
organisation.
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2.3.3.3 External and Internal Analysis

Rational models rely heavily on variants of the SWOT analysis model
(Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats) whieh is also ealled the ‘Design
Sehool Model’ by Mintzberg et al. (1998). This model is based on the premise that
senior management eonduet an internal assessment (to understand the organisation’s
strengths and weaknesses) and an assessment of the external environment (to
determine threats and opportunities based on competitive, economic, market,
societal, governmental and other changes). Goals and objectives are then deliberately
selected to choose a course of action.
An analysis of internal factors includes an examination of the strengths,
weaknesses, opportunities and threats of an organisation (SWOT analysis) (Johnson
and Scholes, 2002). In this approach an organisation needs to build on existing
strengths, maximise potential opportunities and address weaknesses and ensure a
minimisation of threats.

Furthermore, some organisations examine the key

components of Porter’s [five forces framework’ (Porter, 1985).

Porter’s “Five

Forces” model belongs to the Positioning school of strategy development and it
includes an in-depth analysis of: the threat of new entrants; threat of substitutes;
competitive rivalry; bargaining power of buyers and bargaining power of suppliers.
He contends that organisations must make a choice among possible “generic”
strategies such as becoming the lowest-cost provider, differentiating the product,
developing a high degree of customer loyalty and focusing on narrow market
segments. He contends they must avoid becoming 'all things to all people
A detailed SWOT analysis and an examination of Porter’s five forces could
be a fundamental aspect of a successful HEI. It is fair to say if an individual HEI
does not undertake an examination of their strengths and weaknesses for example in
terms of their academic staff, student numbers, courses, facilities, resources and their
competition, they are unlikely to be successful or to become a leader in their field.
External factors that impact the development and success of an organisation may
include political, economic, socio-cultural and technological issues. These are often
analysed using a ‘PEST’ analysis. Sometimes organisations will also include an
analysis of international influences (IPEST) (Johnson and Scholes, 2002).
An organisation which undertakes an IPEST analysis, a SWOT analysis and
an examination of Porter’s five forces generates a greater understanding of the world
in which they operate.

Increasingly higher education institutions (HEIs) find

themselves having to align to an external environment which is exerting more
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pressure and are faced with a choice between shaping and managing change
internally or having it dictated by external forces (Skilbeck, 2001). The techniques
used in carrying out an analysis of the internal and external environment may be a
secondary consideration, what is most important is that HEIs make effective use of
the information gathered.
2.3.3.4 Setting Goals and Objectives

In the rational model, at this point in the strategic planning process the goals
and objectives of the organisation are determined as well as a detailed action plan.
There should be evidence in the resultant objectives and strategies that (i) internal
strengths are being built on and weaknesses are being overcome and (ii) changes in
the external environment have been considered through threats and opportunities.
Choices between alternative paths are made at the strategic choice phase. The third
component of a generic strategic planning model is the development of detailed
objectives and strategies which support the strategic goals. The rational planning
model requires that objectives should be SMART (Specific, measurable, achievable,
realistic and time-bound).
2.3.3.5 Strategic Choice

Porter contends that a choice must be made among possible “generic”
strategies and his model of competitive analysis became the dominant strategy
approach (Mintzberg et ai, 1998). Hamel and Prahalad (1993) build on Porter’s
approach and emphasise a dynamic capabilities approach to strategy development, in
which competitive advantage is found in the core competencies and strengths of the
organisation. In their view strategic management is a collective learning process
aimed at developing and exploiting distinctive competences that are difficult to
imitate. Kay (1995) contends that successful strategies are based on recognising the
organisation’s distinctive capabilities, identifying a market in which these
capabilities provide a competitive advantage, and focusing its business on
maximising the value of that competitive advantage. The key point underpinning all
of these approaches is that organisations must make strategic choices.
2.3.3.6 Implementation and Monitoring Phase

In terms of the implementation phase Johnson and Scholes define managing
strategic change as a set of logical processes which include resource planning,
organisational design and change management (Johnson and Scholes, 2002). The
2-
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core business processes,

organisational structures and resource allocation decisions in response to the
implementation of its strategy. There should be evidence of an impact on decision
making of the overarching strategy. The implementation phase is largely beyond the
scope of this study, as it focuses on strategy development, however some
consideration is given to this phase in the sections that follow.
The implementation of the strategic plan also needs a continual monitoring
and evaluation. Some authors suggest that a set of key performance indicators that
are meaningful to all stakeholders should be developed to shed light on whether the
strategy is being achieved (Rowley et al, 2001). They consider performance
indicators to be the lynchpins which connect essential operational activities to the
strategic planning process.
2.3.4 Benefits and limitations of strategic planning

Strategic planning can provide a variety of benefits for organisations.
Strategic planning normally involves some form of environmental scanning and
therefore it can provide an organisation with an increased appreciation of the external
environment in which it must operate. A greater understanding of opportunities and
threats can assist the organisation in becoming more competitive and strengthening a
competitive advantage. Strategic planning processes have been credited with
assisting organisations in defining shared mission, vision and values. Strategic
planning may revitalise organisational structures and provide a fresh perspective.
Communication between stakeholders can be strengthened from working jointly on
the process. Strategic planning is said to provide direction and provide a sense of
purpose.
Strategic planning can only deliver these benefits if the process is appropriate
to the context in which it is applied (Rossi et al., 2003). Strategic planning also has a
number of limitations: it may cause internal conflict; the strategic plan may present
goals and objectives which the organisation espouses but may not be realistic; the
strategic plan may be viewed as a public relations tool rather than as something that
can add real value; costly in terms of time, human resources and financial resources
and with few immediate benefits.
The importance of the evaluation of the effectiveness of strategic planning is
well documented (Dubois, 1998; Rowley et al., 2001). Dubois (1998) contends that
evaluation of strategic planning is essential to efficient higher education
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management. Bayenet et al. (2000) suggest that the effeetive evaluation of strategic
processes is seen by leaders of European HEIs as an essential part of higher
education management. Perfonnance indicators are seen as imperative in evaluating
performance yet the difficulties in assigning quantitative performance indicators to
qualitative objectives is obvious.
Mulreany (1999) states that it is extremely difficult to evaluate performance
in public sector organisations and believes that quantification in the private sector is
more feasible. The majority of HEIs attempt to increase student numbers and to
increase the number of courses and each of these is evaluable. However, where HEIs
focus on improving the calibre of student and the quality of the courses, it is more
difficult to evaluate and to measure effectiveness.

Within the private sector for

example, profit margins and market share can be evaluated whereas this is not as
relevant for the public sector. Rowley et al. (2001) suggest that management should
be given information on how to assess whether a strategy is effective or not and on
how to overcome the problem if the strategy is not effective. They argue that each
HEI should have a set of key performance indicators (KPIs) in place that can be used
to assess the effectiveness of strategic planning and that there should be a widespread
level of understanding about the KPIs across the institution.
The difficulties surrounding the evaluation and measurement of effective
strategic planning is also well documented (Rowley et al., 2001; Pollitt and
Bouckaert, 2004). It can be difficult to assess the effectiveness of strategic planning
as it is very dependant on the quality of decision making by management (Pollitt and
Bouckaert, 2004). It is also possible that the evaluation of strategic planning will be
biased as self-evaluation is extremely subjective in nature. The effectiveness of
strategic planning can also be affected by management style. Staff are less likely to
engage in strategic planning where management is autocratic in nature (Allen 2003).
Rossi et al. (2003) suggest that the most effective way to evaluate the impact of a
strategic planning programme is to consider the direct or intended outcomes as
outlined in the objectives.
Strategies can only be successful if there is a clear sense of where the
organisation is currently at and where they want to go. Involvement of managers and
employees is essential in order to create a sense of ownership of the strategic plan.
Employees need to fully understand their role in the development and the success of
the strategy.

The importance of engagement by managers and staff has been

highlighted by a number of authors (Bimbaum, 1992; Valimaa, 1994; Bayenet et al,
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2000; Shattock, 2002; Davies, 2004). Realistic implementation, monitoring and
evaluation of the strategic plan are pertinent to its success.
2.3.5 Summary > Strategic Planning
This discussion surrounding strategic planning indicated that strategic
planning is a vital part of higher education management. The literature review
highlighted a number of approaches that may be used in strategic planning and
outlined the importance of strategy development through different lenses.
The selection of a strategic planning model is important and needs to be
selected for the context in which it is used. HEIs may be better placed to adopt or
adapt a strategic planning model that suits the culture of their organisation rather than
simply adopting an existing model designed for the private sector. Although rational
planning dominates the strategic planning literature, recently authors have become
more critical of it believing that it is time consuming, not in touch with reality, over
simplistic, that it is focused too much on short term financial gains and that it ignores
social, cultural and political realities (Gray, 1986).

Lillis (2007) examines the

rational planning approach in relation to HEIs. It is suggested that while the rational
planning approach may be somewhat useful in improving the performance of a HEI,
it can actually hinder its development as the rational approach does not question the
core assumptions of the HEI in any detail. Bayenet et al. (2000) also questions the
effectiveness of a rational approach to strategic planning in the higher education
sector. Bayenet argues that the degree to which forces from the external environment
and market impact the higher education sector is becoming increasingly severe and
not accounted for to any great extent in the rational approach. Furthermore Bayenet
argues that the rational approach to strategic planning assumes an analytic approach
and this is at odds with the major difficulties in applying quantitative measurement to
strategic planning in the higher edueation sector. The rational approaeh assumes a
degree of certainty yet the level of stakeholder involvement, the pursuit of selfinterests and the internal politics of a higher education institution conflicts with this
assumed certainty. Although the rational model predominates higher education
management, it is possible that the application of the prevailing strategic planning
model is no longer appropriate to the higher education sector.
It is vital that strategic planning enables an institution to assess the
environment within which it operates, to assess its strengths, weaknesses,
opportunities and threats, to examine its competitiveness and capacity for
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development and to position itself accordingly. Strategic planning should assist an
institution in providing direction and vision. Strategic planning does not exist in
isolation but rather exists and is influenced by other management processes such as
by quality assurance matters. Quality assurance is therefore discussed in detail the
following section.
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2.4 Institutional Quality Assurance

Quality assurance is an integral part of higher education management.
Legislation dietates that HEIs are required to have quality assurance processes and
procedures in place that ensure quality.

These are in place at all levels of the

institution (e.g. programme, departmental, institutional). Quality assuranee at
institutional level is the foeus of this study as it is the closest eomparable process to
strategic planning in scope.

Institutional review in HEIs in Europe is generally

carried out through a proeess of self regulation i.e. a self study with peer review (Van
Vught and Westerheijden, 1995). The benefits of an institutional self study process
are manifold, as are the limitations. The following seetion provides an overview of a
institutional self study process, and presents an overview of some of the benefits and
limitations associated with it.
2.4.1 Institutional Review (Seif study process with peer review)

It is imperative that quality assurance is a fundamental element of higher
edueation management. Quality assurance should be an integral part of eaeh HEI.
One of the most common ways of assessing quality at institutional level is by
earrying out a ‘self study with peer review'" sueh as institutional review. Institutional
review in Europe is generally coordinated at a national level by a quality assuranee
ageney. Mintzberg (1983) acknowledges that self studies are most suited to a
‘professional bureaucracy’ sueh as a HEI.

A self study affords a HEI the

opportunity to earry out an evaluation of all its activities and to make an assessment
on the quality of eaeh activity.
Each HEI conducts a self study or a study of quality assurance processes
either at a departmental level or an institutional level. The self study affords
management and staff an opportunity to foeus on and to evaluate areas of strength
and areas of weakness. It enables them to investigate performanee by benchmarking
both nationally and internationally and as perceived by stakeholders including, staff,
students, industry, partnership committees and unions. Where a self study takes place
at a departmental level, each department produces their own report and the reports
are eombined to produce an overall institutional self evaluation report. Where the self
study is conducted on an institutional capacity (institutional research approach), each
department ean be invited to discuss various drafts of the self study report, the
content of which has been generated from quantitative data and subjective opinion
e.g. from student feedback (Sallinen et al, 1994). Dubois (1998) argues that the
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interactive self study model is more effective as there is greater staff involvement
and therefore an enhanced staff loyalty and ownership of the process.

Figure 2.2 Self Study with Peer Review Model

Once the self study has taken place a report is presented to the external
quality agency outlining the outcomes of the review. The report is generally concise
in nature but should provide a detailed account of both the positive and negative
attributes of the quality assurance procedures at the institution. An external / expert
panel review the report and visit the HEI where a peer review is carried out.
Members of the peer review group are selected by the quality assurance agency and
are assigned due to their perceived competence and ability to engage objectively with
the process and to act as reviewers. The credibility of the process may be damaged if
panel members are not objective at all times. The credibility of the process is also
questionable where no formal training is provided for panel members, a practice
which is not obligatory.
The external peer review group generates a comprehensive report which
outlines commendations, recommendations and conditions for the institution. The
report provides the institution with an overview of areas where quality assurance
procedures are effective as well as areas where improvements are needed. The report
is intended to assist the institutions in developing and improving quality assurance
procedures. Some quality assurance agencies publish the report for the benefit of
stakeholders, as is the case in Ireland. The HEI produce a report in response, in
which a quality improvement plan is outlined. The self study or quality review takes
place approximately every five years.
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Van Vught and Westerheijden (1995) summarised the self study process as
incorporating four elements: a national agency to manage the quality system;
repeated self studies at each HEI; peer review by an external panel; publication of
report. The self study used in Irish institutions includes each of these elements and is
therefore regarded as best practice internationally. Self study with peer review, such
as the Institutional Reviews used in HEIs in Ireland, is the most widely used form of
quality assessment in higher education in Europe.
2.4.2 Benefits of self study with peer review

There are many benefits associated with conducting a self study. The self
study enables management and staff to get involved in the process. A strong sense of
involvement in the quality assurance process leads to greater acceptance of the
process by staff. The level of involvement required also leads to a deep sense of
ownership and commitment to the process. Henkel (2004) states that the process of
conducting a self study is extremely beneficial as coherent and focused efforts result
in greater productivity and satisfaction. Self studies enable the HEI to carry out a root
and branch assessment of all its activities. A self study provides an in-depth
examination of all quality matters and therefore it takes context into account. This
level of transparency, which assumes a commitment to honesty and integrity, can be
demonstrated to stakeholders to highlight the commitment to quality enhancement
through reviewing effectiveness of quality procedures and developing and changing
accordingly (Sallinen et al, 1994). Self studies, when carried out effectively, can be
beneficial to the strategic planning process. Thom (2003) conducted a study at
Galway Mayo Institute of Technology in which he highlighted the importanee of self
studies in increasing awareness about strategic planning matters.
2.4.3 Limitations of self study with peer review

The limitations and difficulties associated with self study have also been
documented. Although self studies may highlight a range of strengths and
weaknesses at an institution, the ability of the individual institution to use that
information effectively varies. Some organisations may not recognise the importance
of the findings of the self study or may not use the findings to improve practices.
Other institutions may not wish to accept the findings, especially if they are
particularly unpleasant (Van der Meer, 1999). Where the outcomes of the self study
evaluation have not been used to inform practices sueh as institutional planning,
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decision making and quality assurance procedures, there are limitations placed on the
effectiveness of the self study (El-khawas, 1998). The effectiveness of self studies in
making improvements in HEIs is not well documented (Van der Knaap, 1995).
Where a self study was not carried out effectively or was poorly coordinated there
are concerns raised over the findings and therefore the credibility of the study.
Institutions are constantly constrained by resources and the self study is another
activity that puts pressure on the availability of resources.
2.4.4 Integration of quality and strategy

Literature on the integration of quality and strategy is not widely available in
higher education literature. Lillis (2007) notes a number of benefits associated with
the integration of strategic planning and quality assurance processes. At its simplest
level strategic planning has a focus on future plans in which current activities are
reviewed. Institutional review focuses on reviewing current activities from which
future plans are outlined.

Both are expensive undertakings in terms of the time

invested by participants but it is not unusual to see both underway in a HEI at the
same time.

The underlying knowledge produced about the challenges facing the

institution and the necessary responses can be broadly similar although their
methodologies and presentation may differ. There is a strong case to be made for
integrating the processes which includes streamlining the significant overlap between
them and increasing cohesion (Lillis, 2006). An additional case for the integration of
quality assurance and strategic planning, as put forward by Lillis, is that strategic
planning and quality assurance have ‘different masters but the same purpose ’ (Lillis,
2007). Funding agencies, quality assurance agencies and other stakeholders govern
higher education activities, including strategic planning and quality assurance. The
final case made for the integration of strategic planning and quality assurance is ‘to
align different trajectories’. An individual staff member and a school (faculty) or
Department self study should feed into the institutional strategic plan (Lillis, 2007).
The EUA Institutional Evaluation Programme is one model that has
attempted to implicitly link strategic planning and quality within the higher education
sector as one over-arching model (EUA, 2005). It does this from the perspective of
evaluation of the processes in place within a HEI, rather than proposing a design for
these processes in the first instance.

The unique culture of the higher education

sector has a significant bearing on the degree to which strategic planning, self study
programmes and a model integrating the two processes is accepted. Clark (2004)
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contends that the degree of acceptance of such management processes can either
promote or hinder improvements. Pollitt and Bouckaert (2004) also suggest that
organisational culture impacts on the degree that management processes are accepted
and on the level of performance within the organisation. The level of acceptance of a
management process such as strategic planning or self study programmes ultimately
affects the performance of the management process. The EUA Institutional
Evaluation Programme informed this research and in particular during the
development of the interview questions. The framework is described below. The aim
of the Institutional Evaluation Programme as outlined by the EUA is,
“to offer universities an external evaluation that takes account of their
external and internal environment. It evaluates current conceptions of strategies and
activities and promotes internal quality in universities (EUA, 2007)
The Institutional Evaluation Programme encourages institutions to evaluate
operations by asking and finding answers to four questions:
1. What is the institution trying to do?
2. How is the institution trying to do it?
3. How does the institution know it works?
4. How does the institution change in order to improve?
Question One, “What is the institution trying to do?”, is concerned with
determining the elarity and appropriateness of the mission, aims and objectives of
institutions. It is related to how the institution views its role locally, nationally and
internationally. The answer to this question is intended to define the organisation and
its associated strategic-decision making. It asks for example - “What are the
university’s medium and long-term objectives (i.e., the goals it wants to achieve
within five to ten years)? Are these objectives clearly understandable? And are they
founded on a systematic process of discussion and co-ordinated consensus involving
as many actors as possible?” (EUA, 2005). As part of Question One, the EUA
Institutional Evaluation Programme encourages HEIs to examine all potential
obstacles, limitations and restrictions, most of which will be common across all
universities.
Question Two, “How is the institution trying to do it?” elicits information on
the processes, procedures and practices of an institution and focuses on the
effectiveness and appropriateness of them. The aim is to examine the HEl as a whole
rather than as independent sections. The complex structure and the complex decision
making processes in HEIs renders it quite difficult to view it in its entirety.
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Question Three “How does the institution know it works?” is concerned with
the level and the nature of feedback and monitoring of the quality systems in place.
Question Three examines the effectiveness of the processes used to measure the
quality of performance. The EUA Institutional Evaluation Programme outlines a
number of principles that should be used in evaluating performance. The principles
attempt to outline the most effective way of examining the efficacy of processes used
to measure quality and performance. The principles suggest that performance should
be measured against institutional aims. The principles state that appropriate
management information systems should be used to collate statistics and that the
records should be used to influence decision making. Performance indicators should
be applied throughout the institution and a number of stakeholders should be
involved in deciding on the performance indicators to use. A quality office should be
established and roles of responsibility should be assigned. The mission and vision of
the institute should be translated into appropriate operational objectives and clear
feedback should be provided. The importance of linking quality assurance to other
operations within the institution is also noted.
Question Four focuses on the institutional willingness and capacity to change.
Change is inevitable and an institution may be proactive or reactive where change is
concerned. Question Four pertains to the implementation of strategic plans and so
moves into the domain of strategic management and change management. The scope
of this study is limited to the strategic planning phase and so to the production of a
strategic plan document.
A recent in-depth study undertaken on twenty-two follow up reports of the
EUA Institutional Evaluation Programme highlighted the main advantages and
disadvantages arising from the programme (Tavares et ai, 2010). The Institutional
Evaluation Programme was praised for its strong focus on improving quality at the
institutions, self-evaluation and its independence from national agencies and
government evaluation programmes. The study of twenty-two universities showed
that the programme produced notable positive changes in quality within the
universities and so was described as a ‘useful’ approach. The Institutional Evaluation
Programme provided universities with a detailed description of challenges facing the
institutions including a detailed and accurate SWOT analysis. The programme also
outlined recommendations and suggestions for improvement that formed the basis of
an improvement plan (Tavares et al., 2010). The advantages of the Institutional
Evaluation Programme need to be taken in context in that external pressures such as
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the Bologna process may also have influeneed events and so the Institutional
Evaluation Programme may not be solely responsible. Westerheijden et al. (2007)
also echoed this, stating that ‘quality assurance does not take place in a vacuum ’ but
rather exists in complex organisations with influences from many areas.
The study also highlights that the suecess of the Institutional Evaluation
Programme depends very much on the willingness of the Institution to engage in the
process and also to adopt and implement the proposed suggestions and
recommendations (Tavares et al., 2010).

The advantages of this methodology in

improving the integration of strategic planning and quality assurance in the higher
education sector are evident and so the Institutional Evaluation Programme of the
EUA will be used as an over-riding framework for various parts of the research
project.
2.5 Organisational knowledge management
Organisational knowledge management is extremely relevant to this research
which looks at two institutional level processes - strategic planning and institutional
review, which are both expensive and time consuming undertakings for a HEI. The
concept of knowledge management (or process management) includes ideas such as
conscious attention to the need for a management process, process design and
improvement, providing structure, moving from ad-hoc to formal processes,
measuring progress and performanee, taking time out to reflect and plan, legitimising
the time spent away from operational duties etc.. It is a first step toward the systems
thinking discipline of the Learning Organisation whieh is characterised by seeing
processes rather than snapshots of the organisation (Senge, 1990). For the purposes
of this research, evidence of proeess management is defined as (i) an investment of
resources or changes to the organisational structure for process management (ii) a
clear focus on process design (iii) integration into normal operations and (iv)
evaluation of effectiveness and (v) performance measurement.
Of these aspects of the knowledge management, performance measurement,
organisational learning and institutional research literature provide the closest
comparable concepts.

Of particular relevance is the literature pertaining to

knowledge management (Davenport and Prusak, 1998; O'Dell and Grayson Jr., 1998;
Zack, 1999; Staples et al., 2000). External bodies are also increasing the importance
of process management.

The criteria for Delegated Authority in the Institutes of

Technology for example place a strong emphasis on process as opposed to product 2- 5 ^
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“Account will he taken of the effectiveness of processes

operated by the recognised institution ... This is a prime criterion” and explieitly
requires that the Institute demonstrate its procedure for “the evaluation of the
effectiveness of quality assurance procedures'” (HETAC, 2004). The emphasis on
delivering on strategic objectives as part of the HEA funding model will also
increase the importance of having knowledge about effectiveness of strategic
planning processes in the future (HEA, 2006).
Process management has a key role in enhancing organisational learning and
is the first step toward a systems thinking approach (Bimbaum, 1988; Senge, 1990).
It will become clear in subsequent chapters that Irish HEIs predomiantly adopted a
rational approach to strategic planning and did not question this approach when they
undertook second and subsequent iterations.

This is despite the fact that an

institutional review requirement had also been introduced during the same ten year
period. One can only speculate what would have happened if the effectiveness of the
strategic planning process had been reviewed, prior to the undertaking institutional
review or embarking on subsequent iterations.
In many sectors there is a process management function within organisations
whose focus is how things are done, at a macro level, encompassing planning, quality
assurance and normal operations. I'his function would be responsible for designing
and integrating program process models and evaluating their effectiveness with a
view to improvement. Davenport and Prusak note that two key factors for successful
knowledge management are (i) the creation of an appropriate organisational
infrastructure and (ii) exhibiting a degree of process orientation (Davenport and
Prusak, 2000).

Specialised internal units can be resourced which have a specific

knowledge management role {e.g. Quality, Planning or Institutional Research
offices).

Exhibiting a degree of process orientation by 'baking it into' normal

operations is an important factor (Davenport and Prusak, 2000).

Evidence of the

creation of an appropriate infrastructure for process and knowledge management
might be (i) an investment of resources for process management (ii) changes to
organisational structure (iii) a clear focus on the design of strategic planning or
institutional review processes (iv) integration of strategic planning or institutional
review into normal operations and (v) evaluation of effectiveness of strategic
planning or institutional review.
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2.6 Justification of the research questions
To summarise this chapter the literature has been reviewed with the purpose
of justifying and positioning the research questions against research which has
already been undertaken in this area.
One of the key contributions of this study therefore is its attempt to capture
experiences of a national system of higher education. Much of the literature pertains
to case studies of individual institutions with their specific contexts. While such
studies invariably have more depth, given the importance of context in higher
education, they are very difficult to generalise from. One of the goals of this study
was to maxmise generalisabilty by capturing experiences in twenty of Ireland’s
publically funded HEIs.
The literature review shows that although much research has been carried out
on strategic planning, very little of it relates to the higher education context. In that
respect Research Question One attempts to investigate the experiences of Irish HEIs
in strategic planning over the last ten years (“What have been the experiences of Irish
HEIs in strategic planning during the last decade 2000-2010?”). An examination of
twenty of the twenty-one HEIs provides a solid sample on which the research was
conducted. The research investigated the strategic planning processes in place at each
HEI and compared the processes used between institutions. Such a study is unique
and to the author’s knowledge has never been carried out previously.
A significant amount of research has been carried out on quality assurance
processes in the higher education sector however this has been undertaken largely in
isolation from strategic planning processes. The lack of available literature on the
integration of strategic planning quality assurance processes justifies the need for
Research Question Two “How has strategic planning been integrated with quality
assurance processes?”. The next chapter outlines the research methodology used to
conduct the study.

2-
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3.0 Introduction
Designing a suitable, appropriate and effective research methodology is a
fundamental aspect of any thesis. An examination and reflection on the literature on
research methodologies enabled an informed decision on the most appropriate
research methodology to be used for this thesis. For the purpose of this study, a
mixed method approach of philosophical research was used.

The study can be

characterised as applied in nature, with an interpretative/qualitative approach where
elements of phenomenology employed to shed light on key themes.

The

generalisability of results is a key objective and qualitative research methods
dominate the study.
The research methodology is described in this chapter. Section 3.1 focuses
on the research questions and objectives.

Section 3.2 presents the research

philosophy adopted, considers some alternative research philosophies, selects the
most appropriate for this study and justifies this approach. Section 3.3 outlines the
research design in detail. Section 3.4 focuses on the methods of inquiry. Section 3.5
outlines the sampling decisions and Section 3.6 sets the criteria for reliability,
validity, objectivity and generalisability. A summary of Chapter Three is provided in
section 3.7.
3.1 Research Questions
This section provides details of the research purpose, the research questions,
and the objectives of the thesis.
3.1.1 Research purpose
The purpose of this study is to produce an original piece of work on strategic
planning in higher education which is suitable for the award of Master of Arts. It is
also hoped that the thesis and the findings will be of value to practitioners in the field
of higher education management. The research was informed by the learning
outcomes of NFQ Level 9 Masters award.
3.1.2 Research questions
Patton argues that the research questions should be placed at the centre of a
study and that the most appropriate approach when designing a research
methodology is to match the methods to the research questions to enhance
methodological rigour (Patton 2002). The overall aim of this study is to capture the
.?
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experiences of strategic planning in a national system of higher education. The study
is therefore framed by two research questions as follows:
•

Research Question One (RQl): What have been the experiences of Irish
higher education institutions (HEIs) with strategic planning during the last
decade (2000-2010)?

•

Research Question Two (RQ2): How has strategic planning been integrated
with quality assurance processes?

3.1.3 Research objectives

The research objectives support the two research questions as follows:
1. To carry out a detailed literature review on relevant topics and themes pertaining
to this study, with a view to identifying gaps in the literature and to positioning
the thesis accordingly (supporting RQl and RQ2)
2. To devise a suitable research methodology including document analysis and
semi-structured interviews with the fundamental criteria of reliability, validity,
generalisability and objectivity in mind (supporting RQl and RQ2)
3. To explore the experience of Irish HEIs in strategic planning from 2000-2010
(supporting RQl)
4. To explore if and how strategic planning was integrated with quality assurance
processes (supporting RQ2)
5. To develop theory with respect to the literature
6. To analyse findings, produce results and draw conclusions
7. To suggest areas for further research
8. To produce a Masters thesis and relevant publications.
3.1.4 Researcher bias issues

Research should seek to be sincere, truthful, reliable, realistic, objective and
dependable (Patton 2002). If this is achieved it is unlikely that the research is biased.
Attempts were made in this study to avoid bias through the use of several data
sources (documents, literature and interviews), triangulation of data and methods,
audit trail and external reviews (Patton 2002).
The author of this thesis was employed at the IT Tralee (ITT) to undertake
the thesis as funded by the Department of Education and Science Strand 1 scheme.
The author is registered as a Masters student at ITT. The ITT was used in the pilot
study and as part of the main research section. The author of the thesis attended
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university for four years at UCC and one year at UL and reeognises therefore that she
may have a somewhat subjective view of the university and lOT system. The
experiences of the author as a student of third level education may be an influence. It
is crucial therefore that every attempt is taken to retain an objective stance when
conducting research and that personal bias does not come into play when undertaking
research in the universities and lOTs.
The author’s experience has primarily been as a student. The author is
independent and has no connection with any lOT or university under study, with the
exception of UCC, UL and the ITT. She was not involved in any of the strategic
planning processes or quality assurance processes and therefore has no vested
interests in the processes. Patton argues that detachment does not necessarily
guarantee objectivity however (Patton 2002).
Action research is categorised by its attempts to provide an immediate
practical solution to a problem (Easterby-Smith et al. 2003). An action research
methodology was not employed as the author was not in a position to influence the
operations of the HEIs under study. All necessary steps were taken to reduce any
potential bias in the research. A systematic data collection process with audit trails
was used. Multiple data sources and research methods (documents and interviews)
were used for triangulation purposes.
It should also be acknowledged that conducting research of this nature on the
effectiveness of the activities of any organisation can be a delicate undertaking. The
study had the potential to uncover both positive and negative information about the
performance of the organisation, its operations and its staff. This research could only
have been undertaken if a high level of trust was extended by the Institutions and
informants throughout.
3.2 Research Philosophy

The task of designing an appropriate research methodology is critical to the
success of the thesis itself Patton notes that any research design will consist of
"some imperfect interplay of resources, capabilities, purposes, possibilities,
creativity and personal judgments by the people involved” (Patton 2002).

An

understanding of research philosophies assists the researcher to devise a research
design that is appropriate and effective for gathering and interpreting the required
data. An in-depth knowledge of research philosophies can assist the researcher in
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thinking outside their comfort zone and therefore designing a suitable research
methodology that may otherwise have gone undetected.
In essence this study is concerned with strategic planning and quality
assurance processes in a higher education context which roots the study in the social
sciences. To achieve its goals many complex, often times subjective and inherently
interrelated issues will have to be understood. The literature review did not identify
a generally accepted or standardised methodology which could have been used in
this study and therefore the author believed that it was important to consider
alternative approaches.

The research philosophy was largely determined by the

research questions. It is not sufficient to select the type of research and the research
philosophy to be used until the available ones are understood, weighed up and then
accepted or rejected as part of the study.
Basic research enhances theory, methodology and fundamental understanding
irrespective of the use to which the results are put. Easterby-Smith et al identify
three types of basic research which are (i) discovery (ii) invention and (iii) reflection
(Easterby-Smith et al. 1991).

Applied research on the other hand provides

systematic knowledge which is immediately useful for problem-solving (Patton
2002). Teichler contends that research in higher education management has to be
strategic in that it contributes both to basic and applied research (Teichler 2003).
Easterby-Smith et al. endorse this view in relation to postgraduate research projects
in management research (Easterby-Smith et al. 1991).
Basie research occurs when the researeher is guided by curiosity or interest to
pursue a speeific line of enquiry. It contributes to theoretical thinking and is openended. Basic research assumes a pathway to theoretical development either through
discovery, invention or reflection (Easterby-Smith et al. 2003). ‘Discovery’ as the
name suggests is when an entirely new idea emerges from research. This is not very
common but it is always desirable. ‘Invention’ on the other hand, occurs when a new
system is developed to assist a problematic area. ‘Reflection’ occurs when a theory is
revisited and inspected again in a different setting.
This study is therefore in the realm of applied researeh. Applied research is
based on observation and experiments (Easterby-Smith et al. 2003).

Applied

research is used to answer a particular question. Teiehler notes that higher education
research is inherently interdisciplinary (Teichler 2003) which is a trait it shares with
management research generally (Easterby-Smith et al. 1991).
5
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researcher is whether to investigate the topic from the perspective of one discipline
or from the perspective of many, accepting the increased complexity this brings.
Easterby-Smith et al. note that management research is distinctive in that managers
themselves often have to straddle multiple disciplines as integral parts to their roles
(e.g. a management role may require knowledge of finance, technology, statistics,
culture etc.) (Easterby-Smith et al. 1991). Despite this Easterby-Smith et al. note
that research methods in management research still derive from sociology, education
and psychology and that much of the research base is compiled from the perspective
of only one or other these disciplines (Easterby-Smith et al. 1991). In this study a
holistic perspective was particularly important given the paucity of empirical studies
in this area.

From the outset therefore the author decided to adopt an

interdisciplinary approach which was centered on the research questions but which
drew upon aspects of the literature of a number of subject areas (management,
organisational culture, knowledge management, organisational learning and other
areas).
Easterby-Smith et al. believe that there are two ways in which management
research should be carried out; these are positivism and social constructionism
(Easterby-Smith et al. 2003). Positivism is an epistemological position and holds the
view that ‘the social world exists externally’ and that objective measurement is a key
aspect. Stiles describes the aim of positivist studies as an attempt to develop
theoretical statements that are generalisable and assist the growth of theoretical
knowledge (Stiles 2003). The following is a list of the characteristics of positivism
as it applies to this study:
1. The researcher must remain independent of the subject under scrutiny or inquiry;
2. Human interests should not be the ultimate factor in deciding what to study, the
decision should be reached through an assessment of objective criteria;
3. When broken down, a problem or issue is easier to understand;
4. For the purpose of generalisability, samples need to be of a sufficient size i.e.
‘statistical probability’;
5. Large samples are encouraged as comparisons across such samples enable
regularities to be identified.
Stiles contends that positivist studies lead to clear results that are both generalisable
and reliable (Stiles 2003). The decision of what to study was based on objective
criteria. The researcher identified a lack of literature on strategic planning for the
.1 6

Cluiptei Three

Research Melhodo/ogy

higher education sector and on the integration of strategic planning and quality
assurance. The relatively large size of the sample n=20 used during the study lends
itself to positivism. The theory generated from the study is strengthened and
therefore quite generalizable with a national system of higher education.
Positivism has been criticised by some authors who contend that positivist
studies simply enhance, perfect and expand what is already known and can therefore
overlook key elements not embodied within the quantitative perspective.
positivism, also known as ‘realism

Post

is a reaction to the critique about positivism.

Post-positivism has the same fundamental ideas as positivism although post
positivists believe that one can

‘only know social reality imperfectly and

probabilistically’ (Blaxter et al. 2006). Post-positivism has a similar philosophy to
that of positivism but contests the idea of absolute truth (Cuba and Lincoln 1998;
Campbell and Russo 1999). Post-positivists argue that it is not possible to produce
absolute objective accounts of the world as all methods for investigating such
accounts are defective (Cuba and Lincoln 2005). Post-positivism does not hold the
view that reality can be captured definitively yet sees reality being encapsulated
empirically and objectively. It uses the principles of causality which are expressed in
relative, probable terms. Critics of the post-positivist approach believe that the
hypothetical-deductive cause and effect framework it uses can have negative effects
on the research study in that it strips it of context, meaning and human actions (Cuba
and Lincoln 1998).

Post-positivism is evident in this study in that it aims to capture

the world empirically and objectively but not definitively.
Social constructionism or phenomenology differs from positivism in that
reality is not seen to be determined by external influences or in an objective manner
but rather in a subjective way through human influence. Phenomenology does not
concentrate on finding a generalisable result but rather focuses on the individual
situation. This can in turn be used as the foundations for a future more generalisable
study (Lewin 1951). Critics of the post-positivist approach argue that the
hypothetical-deductive framework of reasoning it employs can strip the research
study of context, meaning, human behavior (Cuba and Lincoln 1998).

Complex

social programs are not always amenable to examination using the regularity theory
of cause and effect however and elements of the phenomenological philosophy have
therefore been included. Phenomenology takes the view that reality is not objective
and external but is socially constructed. The researcher seeks to find the meanings
7

Chapter Three

Research Methodology

given to their experiences by people (Patton 2002). In social constructionism
explanations should assist with the comprehension of the situation or the
circumstances and feature stakeholder perspectives.

The unit of analysis is not

necessarily broken down and it may incorporate the ‘whole’ situation.

Some

elements of this approach are used in this study to shed light on the experiences and
views of informants.
For the purpose of this study therefore a mixed method approach of
philosophical research was used. Answering the research questions using the most
appropriate approach was central to this decision. This provided a more holistic
approach to the research incorporating the most suitable aspects of a positivist and
phenomenological research philosophy.

The researcher was independent of the

research and therefore took an objective stance. For the purpose of this study,
stakeholder perceptions are featured and results are operationalised so that they can
be measured. Attempts are made to look at a problem in detail but also to view it as
a whole and therefore elements of an interpretative/qualitative approach were
employed. This research approach consisted of the most suitable techniques to elicit
the information needed to answer the two research questions (as outlined in Section
3.1.2).
3.2.1 Alternative approaches considered

Three alternative approaches were considered at the outset of the study.
Firstly an in-depth case by case analysis of a smaller number of individual
institutions was considered.

This would have required a case study research

methodology (Yin 1994). This was rejected on the basis that it would not meet one
of the primary objectives of the study which was to move beyond ungeneralisable
studies and produce a piece of work which was a study of a national system of higher
education.

Secondly, as mentioned earlier an action research approach was

considered but rejected on the basis that (i) the author was not in a position to
influence the day to day operations of the HEIs under study (ii) its in-depth approach
was at odds with the objective of generalisability. Thirdly a pure grounded theory
approach with no pre-conceptions was considered but rejected on the basis that a
sufficient framework was available for strategic planning and quality assurance in the
literature to enable a robust research approach to be designed.

8
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3.3 Research Design
The research design is a fundamental aspect of the research project. When
designing the methodology for each of the three research questions it was imperative
that attention to detail was given to designing the most suitable and appropriate
methodology. In order to do this several possible methodologies were analysed and
assessed in line with their applicability to each research question. Each research
question was examined and the choice of methodology was determined following a
thorough examination of the criteria for reliability, validity, generalisability.

Figure 3.1

Round 1 of Research Design

.?
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3.3.1 RQ1 ‘ What have been the experiences of Irish higher education institutions
(HEIs) with strategic planning during the last decade (2000-2010)?

RQl was designed to investigate the strategic planning processes in use
across the Irish higher education sector and to capture the experiences of
practitioners. RQl was answered using a mixed method approach and through the
triangulation of data sources. A document analysis of the strategic plans from all
Irish HEIs was carried out. The strategic plans of the lOTs and universities were
analysed against a framework which focused on many issues including: the various
lenses used in the development of strategic plans; the type of strategy development or
strategic process used; influences on strategy development; the influence of
stakeholders in strategic planning; environmental scanning (IPEST); SWOT analysis;
Porter’s five forces framework; Ansoff s product/market matrix and monitoring and
evaluation of the strategic plans (Johnson and Scholes 2002). The framework was
designed by the author and was based on a review of the literature.
An analysis of the strategic plans is not a definitive exercise: the author can
only use their informed judgment to assess each element. All HEIs had a strategic
plan in place at the time of the interviews, with seven lOTs now on their second
i 10
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iteration of the strategic plan and with three lOTs on their third. Two Universities are
on the second iteration of their strategic plan, with two on the third and one on the
fourth. Since the first round interviews were undertaken twelve HEIs have a new
strategic plan. The number of strategic plans and the years of publication are listed in
Table 3.1.

A total of n=44 plans were analysed as part of this study with the

objective of capturing the essence of the strategic planning models used.

Table 3.1 Overview of numbers of Strategic Plans
Name of
HEI

Number of
plans to date

lOT A

3

lOTB
lOTC

1
2

lOTD

3

lOT E

2

lOT F

2

lOT G

1

lOT H
lOT I

1
2

lOT J

1

lOT K

2

lOT L

3

lOTM

2

lOTN

2

University 0

2

University P

3

University Q

3

University R

1

University S

2

University T

4

Years of
Publication
2000-2006
2004-2007
2008-2013
2005-2010
2001-2006
2006-2010
2002-2007
2007-2012
2009-2012
2001-2015
2009-2011
2003-2006
2007-2010
2005-2009
2009-2013
2006-2011
2000-2006
2006-2011
2001-2006
2007-2013
2003-2008
2009-2013
1999-2004
2004-2009
2010-2015
2005-2008
2009-2014
2004-2008
2008-2012
2001-2006
2006-2011
2000-2005
2006-2011
2009-2012
2003-2008
2009-2014
2002-2005
2005-2008
2010-2014
2003-2008
2009-2014
1995-2000
2001-2005
2006-2008
2010-2012

.?

n

Chapter Three

-

Research Methodology

In an attempt to meet the objectives for generalisability and to improve the reliability
and validity of results, each HEI was given an opportunity to take part in the study.
In total, fourteen lOTs and six universities agreed to a semi-structured interview
(only one university declined of the available sample), as part of the first round
interviews. The interview questions were informed by the literature review.

Table 3.2 Position held by informants (1*^ Round Interview)
POSITION

INSTITUTION

Head of Strategic Planning

Vice-President of Finance

lOTB
lOTF
lOT L
lOTE
University P
University R
University T
University Q
lOTC
lOT J
lOTM
IOTA
lOT I
lOT D
lOTK
lOTH
lOTN
lOTG
University 0

Vice-Provost

University S

President

Head of Department

Head of Development

Of those interviewed as part of the first round interviews, all had
responsibility for strategic planning in their Institution.

A total of eight were

employed as ‘Head of Strategic Planning’; three informants were employed as
‘President’; three informants were employed as ‘Head of Department’; three were
‘Head of Development’ and one was ‘Vice-President of Finance’. The roles of the
informants are outlined in Table 3.2. This enabled the researcher to assess the level
of understanding in Irish HEIs with regard to the strategic planning processes.
Informants for the second round interviews were selected based primarily on their
perceived knowledge and expertise of strategic planning within the HEI. Informants
were also chosen following an analysis of each strategic plan and Institutional
Review Report (where available).
The results of the interviews are triangulated with Institutional Reviews
(where available). The Institutional Review documents used include the Selfi 1.
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Evaluation Reports and the Reports of the Expert Panel. At the time of analysis six
lOTs had undertaken Institutional Review and all Universities had undertaken
Institutional Review (two Universities had undergone two Institutional Review
processes). The report of the external panels in particular is a very important source
for triangulation purposes.

Most institutional review events are undertaken by a

panel of five members who spend two to three days in an Institution meeting staff
and reviewing documentation.

Their findings in relation to strategic planning

processes is therefore a key consideration.

In an attempt to ensure reliability of

results the researcher requested a copy of the Self-Evaluation Reports produced as
part of the application for Delegated Authority from all lOTs and Universities. The
request was met with mixed reactions. A total of nine lOTs and one University
provided a copy of the report. Some HEIs did not want to release a copy of the
report as it was deemed to contain extremely 'sensitive ’ information and was said to
be 'too confidential’ (these reports have been used intermittently throughout the
chapters where relevant).
The triangulation of the document analysis, literature and interviews provided
for a more rounded research methodology. This in turn gives more weight to the
reliability and validity of the results.
Once a clear understanding of strategic planning in Irish HEIs was
established it was necessary to establish a greater understanding of strategic planning
in a wider context. By assessing the international experience or international best
practice of strategic planning in a higher education context, the researcher hoped to
evaluate the gaps between best practice strategic planning and strategic planning in
Irish HEIs. The researcher contacted a number of established authors who specialise
in the area of Education Management e.g. strategic planning and quality assurance
issues. Authors were selected using ‘purposeful sampling’ (Patton 2002). Purposeful
sampling is used to extract information that is specifically relevant to the study. The
researcher believed that contacting experts in education management would provide
a unique perspective for the study and would be an important source of triangulation.
The experts were asked to advise on what they perceive to be ‘best practice ’ strategic
planning and quality assurance or to provide examples of same. The most prominent
authors in the field of education management were contacted. Those who responded
with feedback included: Kenny Miller; Malcolm Skilbeck; David Watson; Richard
Yelland; Frans Van Vught; Don F. Westerheijden and Robert Bimbaum.
.?
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3.3.2 RQ2 • How has strategic planning been integrated with quality assurance
processes?

The second round interviews, triangulated with the document analysis, were
used to answer RQ2. RQ2 focused on finding evidence of the integration, if any, of
strategic planning with quality assurance processes. RQ2 was answered by
interviewing seven key informants in the lOT and university sector. A selection of
informants from both the lOT and University sector was deemed appropriate in order
to render the sample more representative of Irish HEIs. Informants for the second
round interviews were selected using 'purposeful sampling’ (Patton 2002). Patton
contends that in some research studies it is appropriate to sample those that can
provide the most in depth knowledge on the subject matter or those we can 'learn the

most from ’ (Patton 2002). The selection of informants for the second round
interviews was chosen according to their level of knowledge and experience on
strategic planning, which was gleaned from the first interviews. Representatives from
lOTs and Universities were included in the sample with two informants being
selected from the university sector and five informants being selected from the lOT
sector (the roles/positions of the informants for the second round informants are
outlined in Table 3.3).
A document analysis of the strategic plans and a review of the literature
pertaining mainly to strategic planning and quality assurance was also carried out to
answer RQ2. Institutional reviews and self-evaluation reports were used. Findings
were triangulated with the results from the semi-structured interviews in order to
substantiate results.

Table 3.3 Responsibility for strategic planning (2"*^ Round Interview)
Institution

Role
Head of Strategic Planning

1 lOT
2 Universities
3 lOT

President
Head of Department
Head of Development
Vice-President of Finance
Vice-Provost

1 lOT
N/A
N/A
N/A
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3.4 Methods of Inquiry

Qualitative and quantitative methods of inquiry may be used to collect
information to increase our understanding about a particular phenomenon. Patton
states that qualitative research is an inductive approach to research e.g. that the
theory is created out of the research (Patton 2002). Qualitative research stems from
an epistemological position where the participants of the research interpret the world.
With qualitative research the researcher does not present a definitive version of
social reality but presents a specific version, this is known as constructionism.
Quantitative research on the other hand is characterised by the collection of
numerical data.

It is a deductive approach to research whereby the theory and

hypothesis/hypotheses are set out and are tested. Quantitative research is based on a
natural science model, in particular positivism, and it is largely an objective approach
to research.
Qualitative and quantitative research methods vary in breadth and depth, that
is to say the sample size may vary as well as the detail of the information collected.
Qualitative methods usually involve relatively small samples whereas quantitative
samples usually involve larger samples. Qualitative interviews enable a more open
approach to the gathering of data (e.g. through semi-structured interviews).
Quantitative methods involve the distribution of questionnaires, using a set of
standardised questions and offering a selection of responses.

Qualitative data

therefore tends to have great depth whereas quantitative data is seen to have greater
breadth (Patton 2002). This study is based largely upon qualitative data and the
sample size used may be considered relatively large for a qualitative study (n=20
institutions for the purpose of this project). Qualitative research was carried out in
this project through document analysis and semi-structured interviews. The
following table shows the characteristics of the qualitative research methods as used
in this study, compared with quantitative research methods (Bryman 2004). The
emphasis on the table illustrates where the emphasis is given to these concepts in this
study.

.?
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Table 3.4 Differences between Qualitative and Quantitative research
Qualitative

Quantitative

Words

Numbers

Participant’s view

Researchers view

Theory emergent

Theory testing

Process

Static

Contextual understanding

Generalisation

Rich, deep data

Hard, reliable data

Meaning

Behaviour

Natural settings

Artificial settings

3.4.1. Triangulation

A multi-strategy approach to research has become more popular in recent
years although it is still met with some criticism. One such criticism is that
qualitative and quantitative research methods are two very different paradigms and
therefore that they cannot be used in conjunction with each other.
contested by a growing number of authors (Bryman 2004).
approach or triangulation is seen to ‘strengthen’ a study.

This view is

A mixed-method

Easterby-Smith et al.

believe that every research method is flawed and that by using a mixture of research
methods it may create an overall balance (Easterby-Smith at al. 2003). Patton states
that triangulation has the advantage of increasing the accuracy, dependability and
credibility of findings (Patton 2002). Triangulation may be used to cross-check
information gathered by the researcher and therefore to show contradictions in
findings. Denzin and Lincoln define four types of triangulation: data triangulation;
investigator / researcher triangulation; theory triangulation and methodological
triangulation (Denzin and Lincoln 1994).

Data triangulation occurs when the

researcher uses a variety of data sources.

Investigator / researcher triangulation

occurs when several researchers are involved. Theory triangulation assumes the use
of various perspectives to interpret a set of data. Methodological triangulation occurs
when multiple methods are used to evaluate a single problem or issue.
Data triangulation and methodological triangulation were used as part of this
research project (documents, literature and interviews were used). Data triangulation
included the use of journal articles, books, lOT and university publications.
.1 16
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government documentation and reports. Methodological triangulation was also used
in gathering data e.g. through semi-structured interviews with key inform ants/senior
personnel considered to have an in-depth knowledge of the subject area (n=20). All
interviews have a full audit trail. One of the major potential limitations of this study,
if not redressed, is the reliance on the perspective of one individual in each HEI.
Care was taken in ensuring that the selection of interview informants was valid only those with responsibility for strategic planning within their Institution were
interviewed.

It was important therefore to ensure every feasible mechanism of

triangulating the interview findings was used, which is why the extensive document
analysis phase was required. The objective set for generalizable results meant that it
was not feasible to interview more than one person in each Institution, or undertake
in-depth surveys.
3.4.2 Data collection and analysis methods - Interviews

Platt distinguishes between 'respondents’ and 'informants’ in the interview
process (Platt 1981). According to Platt, respondents provide raw data which needs
to be interpreted whereas informants provide impartial and unbiased information
which is accepted as a distinctive input. The interviews carried out as part of this
research were carried out with ‘informants’ or people with expertise in the subject
matter and so they are referred to as ‘informants’ throughout.
It was crucial that informants were well versed on strategic planning and
quality assurance matters for the in-depth interviews so as the maximum amount of
information could be gathered. The sampling process used is reflective of Patton’s
‘information rich ’ sampling (Patton 2002). Much of the information gained during
the interviews was confidential and informants were assured of anonymity. For that
reason lOTs and Universities are not referred to by name throughout the study but
rather by a letter. The lOTs range from lOT A through to lOT N inclusively.
Universities range from University O to University T inclusively. The letters
assigned to lOTs and Universities were assigned at random.
Patton believes that interviewing enables an insight into another person’s
perspective (Patton 2002). Semi-structured interviews were used as part of this study
as opposed to structured or unstructured interviews. Semi-structured interviews are
flexible in manner. The researcher usually undertakes the interview with a set of
questions in mind but the degree to which they follow this script may vary. With a
17
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research project such as this one it is important to have a similar structure in each
interview in order to guarantee comparability and generalisabilty (Bryman 2004).
The interview questions were selected with the research questions in mind.
Many of the questions were based on the EUA Institutional Evaluation Programme
(but adapted for an Irish context). The types of questions asked in a qualitative
interview vary substantially. Kvale suggests that there are nine types of questions
that may be included in a semi-structured interview including: introducing questions;
follow-up questions; probing questions; specifying questions; direct questions;
indirect questions; structuring questions; silence and interpreting questions (Kvale
1996). The variation on the questions enabled the author to have flexibility in the
interview and therefore to get as much out of the interview as possible. Many of the
questions asked were open ended, as this enabled the informant to demonstrate and
to provide details of their first hand experiences and therefore to provide essential
primary data.
It is important to bear in mind that in using qualitative research the
interviewer should have very good interviewing skills and the researcher needs to be
tuned in and responsive at all times. Often it is the manner or the way in which
something is said that is significant rather than what was actually said. A pilot
interview (for both the first and second round interviews) was undertaken at ITT in
order to gauge and assess the effectiveness of the interview and in order to evaluate
any weaknesses and flaws the interview schedule may have entailed. Some minor
modifications were made following the pilot interviews.

All interviews were

digitally recorded where possible and were transcribed verbatim (Quinn 1998). For
the first round interviews, eighteen of the interviews were digitally recorded with two
universities declining. The average length of the recorded interviews totaled fortythree minutes. Each of the seven second round interviews were also recorded, the
average length totaled fifty-one minutes.
Patton suggests that the analysis or interpretation of interviews involves
‘explaining the findings’ (Patton 2002). Explaining the findings can take place only
against a predefined framework. Qualitative data by nature consists of ‘voluminous
data ’ and it is essential to manage this data appropriately for analysis (Patton 2002).
Patton suggests three ways to organise and report qualitative data: storytelling
approaches; case study approaches and analytical framework approaches. The
‘storytelling approach’ may comprise of ‘chronology and history’ where an event is
IS
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explained from beginning to end or may involve ‘flashback ’ where the outcome is
presented and then the events leading to the outcome are explained. The ‘case study
approach’ involves the study of ‘people

‘critical incidents ’ or ‘various settings

The third approach, ‘‘analytical framework approach’, was deemed the most
appropriate for this study.
The analytical framework approach may take four courses: processes; issues;
questions and sensitising concepts (Patton 2002). A combination of ‘processes’,
‘issues’ and ‘questions’ were used when interpreting the results of the qualitative
interviews. The analysis of the first round interview questions was based on Patton’s
‘processes ’ and ‘‘questions ’ approach. The qualitative data was organised to describe
a process i.e. a strategic planning process. The data is also organised by "questions ’.
Such an approach was appropriate as a standardised interviewing format was used; as
the responses to the standard questions were to be grouped together. The second
round interviews were analysed using the ‘questions approach’ as standardised
questions were grouped together and analysed accordingly. The ‘issues’ approach
was also used to triangulate key issues.
The interview process helped to validate and to improve the quality of the
content analysis of the strategic plans. The interviews provided a rich source of
information on the views and perspectives of key informants of the lOT and
university sector. An information rich database was effectively created following the
extensive and thorough information provided by the informants. This information
can only be taken at face value but it nonetheless adds to the information gathered
from the literature review phase and document analysis phase.
The EUA Institutional Evaluation Programme guided the development of the
questions asked in the Round One and Round Two interviews. The four questions in
the lEP framework are elaborated in more detail in the supporting documentation.
For example, a significant element of Question One (What is the Institution trying to
do?’ relates to the institutional mission statement. The Institutional Evaluation
Programme places a significant degree of emphasis on this. The evaluation
programmes suggest fifteen questions should be posed about the mission statement
(these are presented in Table 3.5).
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Table 3.5 Questions relating to Mission Statement
Institutional Evaluation
Programme
1.

3.
4.
5.
6.

7.
8.

9.
10.
11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

Potential Interview Questions

Does the university have a written mission
statement?
Do individual faculties also have mission
statements, and are these compatible with the
overall mission statement of the university?
How did this mission statement come about?
Is it based on democratic discussions
involving all the groups concerned?
Is the mission statement shared by all
members of the institution?
Do all actors in the university feel committed
to this mission statement in their attitude and
activities?
Does the mission statement contribute to a
sense of identification with the institution?
How is the mission statement used in the
institution’s (strategic and operational)
actions?
Is the mission statement plausible? Is it
specific enough?
Is it extensive enough?
How is the mission statement updated?
Is the mission statement based on a
systematic analysis of the institution’s
strengths and weaknesses?
What is the scope of the mission statement
and does it aim to position the university
locally, regionally, nationally or
internationally?
Does the mission statement define objectives
that appropriately fit the university’s
situation?
Does the mission statement take account of
institutional conditions as well as local,
national and international circumstances (or
constraints)?___________________________

Where is the mission of the Institute
discussed and agreed?
2. Who is involved?
3. Has there ever been any debate or discussion
about whether or not the mission should be
revised?
4. Has the mission statement been reviewed
independently of the strategic plan?
Will the mission statement be reviewed as
part of the strategic planning process?
What is the mission statement attempting to
portray / what is its main aim?
7. What areas of the mission statement have
been translated into strategic goals?
8. Was there an explicit attempt to do this or
did it happen implicitly?
9. Are there areas of the mission statement that
haven’t been translated into strategic goals?
10. What is the impact if there is a misalignment
between mission and strategy?
11. Is there a clear link between mission and
strategy?
12. Can the link between mission and strategy be
improved, if so, where could this be achieved
and in what ways could this be achieved?
1.

In an effort to answer Question Two - ‘How is the Institution Trying to Do
it?’, the EUA Institutional Evaluation Programme proposes fifteen key questions.
These questions are presented in Table 3.6 which helped shape the questions for the
interviews for this research.
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Table 3.6 Questions relating to Processes, Procedures and Practices
Potential Interview Questions

Institutional Evaluation
Programme
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.

What efforts is the institution making in
order to reach its objectives?
How is it organising these processes and
procedures?
Who is involved in them?
What instruments is it using to reach the
objectives?
How are the processes and procedures
safeguarded?
What institutional norms and values guide
the institution in its pursuit of objectives?
How are the processes and procedures
optimised?
Who is involved in this?
Who exercises power and control?
Who makes the decisions and about what?
Who is answerable for the results?
What structures are chosen by the
institution?
What form of organisation is in place?
How does it respond to the limitations and
restrictions analysed?
Does the institution act in a more proactive
or more reactive way?

1.

2.
3.

6.

7.

8.
9.

10.
11.

12.

13.

What was your role in the strategic planning
process?
Who led the strategic planning process?
What were the reasons behind the
development of a strategic plan?
Who was involved in the formulation of the
strategic plan?
How was the strategic planning model
selected?
In your view, is it clear from the strategic
plan who has responsibility for implementing
it?
What structures are in place for monitoring
and evaluating the progress of the strategic
plan?
How are the mission statement and quality
aligned?
What deliberate steps are taken by the
Institute to ensure quality assurance
processes are in place to support, develop,
monitor and evaluate this?
What are the goals being set for quality?
How will you know when the goals have
been achieved?
What metrics, feedback, evaluation are being
used to inform goal setting?
How can the link between strategy and
quality be ensured and monitored?_________

A number of questions were asked during the interview phase to assess the extent to
which these principles are applied and to encourage the informants to think about the
principles. The questions are outlined in Table 3.7.

Table 3.7 Measuring Quality and Performance
Potential Interview Questions

Institutional Evaluation
Programme
1.

2.

4.
5.
6.

7.

Measure the quality of performance against
institutional aims
Management information system that records
student teacher ratios, drop-out rates, student
employment patterns etc
Assess non-monetary data (drop-out rates,
study
duration)
against
institutional
objectives and use results to influence
decision making
Apply transparent performance indicators
and review cycles across the institution
Reward good performance
Apply quality assurance procedures in an
efficient manner
Use results of internal evaluations to

1.
2.
3.
4.

5.
6.

.f jI

What areas of the mission statement have
been translated into strategic goals?
Are there areas of the mission statement that
haven’t been translated into strategic goals?
Is there a clear link between mission and
strategy at the institution?
Can the link between mission and strategy be
improved, if so, where could this be achieved
and in what ways could this be achieved?
How are the mission statement and quality
aligned?
What deliberate steps are taken by the
Institute to ensure quality assurance
processes are in place to support, develop,
monitor and evaluate this?
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Potential Interview Questions

Institutional Evaluation
Programme
8.

-

feedback into the system and to make
appropriate changes; make results public
Involvement and commitment of a variety of
stakeholders in determining performance
indicators and in assessing the importance of
quality improvement results
The mission and vision of the institute
should be translated into appropriate
operational objectives and clear feedback of
the procedures should be explicit
Clearly outline the roles of responsibility
regarding quality assurance and ensure
competence of all those involved (e.g. in
developing self evaluation report)
Ensure clear and focused objectives for
quality assurance and quality improvement
procedures
Development of a quality assurance office
Link the evaluation to other processes e.g.
planning

7.
8.

9.
10.
11.

12.

13.
14.
15.
16.

17.
18.
19.
20.

21.

22.

How does the Institute demonstrate quality
to its stakeholders?
You say you use X to generate feedback.
Have you used these to change practices in
any way.^
What is the impact if there is a misalignment
between mission and quality?
Could the link between mission and quality
be improved / strengthened? How?
What are the goals being set for quality?
How will you know when they are achieved?
How are strategic goals and quality aligned?
What is the impact of having a specific goal
on ‘quality improvement?’
What are the indicators of a clear link
between quality and strategy?
Using one of the goals in the strategic plan,
can you give examples of how the institute
makes the link between strategy and quality?
What is the impact if there is a misalignment
between strategy and quality?
What metrics, feedback, evaluation are being
used to inform goal setting?
How can the link between strategy and
quality be ensured and monitored?
What impact do the external panel reports
and panel recommendations have on
strategic planning and quality?
Could the link between mission, strategy and
quality be improved or strengthened? In
what ways?
What would indicate a clear link between
mission, strategy, and quality?_____________

3.4.3 Data collection and analysis - Documents
Document analysis is a vital element of many research projects. Document
analysis comprises a large part of this research project and it is essential therefore
that the benefits and limitations of it are understood. Patton believes that documents
provide information to the researcher that the researcher may have otherwise had to
research and produce themselves (Patton 2002). Documents may provide the
researcher with information about topics which cannot be observed or may reveal
things that occurred before the investigation or research began. Documents may
include private interchanges to which the researcher would otherwise not have had
access. Documents can reveal goals or decisions that might otherwise be unknown
to the evaluator. Documents can be especially valuable, not only from what can be
learned directly, but to identify further areas for research and inquiry i.e. if a topic is
unclear or vague or left unmentioned (Patton 2002). Documents can be reviewed
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repeatedly, have broad coverage, and contain 'exact ’ names, references and details of
events (Yin 1994). Scott suggests four criteria that should be used in evaluating
documents, including authenticity, credibility, representativeness and meaning (Scott
1990). These assist the researcher in assessing the value of a document.
Platt outlines the importance of ensuring the validity and authenticity of
document sources (Platt 1981). The authenticity of documents used as part of this
study was ensured by using only official records. A review of the legislation
including: RTC Act 1992; DIT Act 1992; lOT Act 2006; Universities Act 1997; The
Qualifications (Education and Training) Act 1999 was carried out. An analysis of the
recently published National Strategy for Higher Education was undertaken. The
official strategic plan of each lOT and each university was reviewed. The
Institutional Review documentation, available from the HETAC and lUQB websites
was included in the document analysis. An analysis was also carried out on the SelfEvaluation Reports produced as part of the application for Delegated Authority.
Document analysis enabled the researcher to gain an in-depth knowledge of strategic
planning and quality assurance issues in advance of the interviews.
Platt also highlights the significance of 'sampling’, 'availability’ and
'representation’ used in document analysis (Platt 1981). There was an inclusive
approach taken to the sampling; as the researcher invited each lOT and University to
take part in the study. The research sought to include significant pieces of legislation,
strategic plans. Institutional Reviews and Self-Evaluation Reports. The availability
and representativeness of such reports was positive. The researcher had full access to
legislative Acts, strategic plans and University Institutional Reviews. The SelfEvaluation Reports produced as part of the application for Delegated Authority were
deemed by some to be too confidential to release and so only half of the HEIs made
the reports available.

The reports of the expert panels appointed to undertake

institutional / delegated authority reviews were a critically important source of data
for triangulation.
Documents such as strategic plans provided by private sources such as from
lOT’s, universities and other educational institutions tend to be information rich. A
content analysis of information rich documents enabled the researcher to gain an indepth understanding of the topics and issues raised by the organisations. The analysis
also assisted the researcher in identifying the issues that needed further investigation.
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The documents were authentic, widely representative and meaningful. The
researcher was however cognisant of the credibility of some of the documentation.
The authors of the documents e.g. the strategic plans and self evaluation reports may
have a particular point of view and the information portrayed may be very one-sided
or distorted. In addition, what is written in the strategic plans may be for the benefit
of the reader rather than something which is taken very seriously by the organisation.
This itself had to be triangulated with the information provided by the informants.
Document analysis was a fundamental aspect of this research project and it
was important at all stages to be aware of: the authenticity; transparency; objectivity;
credibility; trustworthiness; value; representativeness and meaning of the documents.

3.5 Sampling Decisions
Patton believes that no matter how much effort is applied to selecting the
perfect sample it is almost impossible to do so. It is inevitable that there will be
‘trade-offs’ when selecting a sample, such as inadequate human and financial
resources, limited time and access and availability of data (Patton 2002). Although
this may be true, it is nonetheless vital that the author makes every attempt to select a
suitable and acceptable sample. For the purpose of this study access was gained to
twenty of the lOTs and Universities in Ireland. On contacting the HEIs for the U*
round interviews each of the fourteen lOTs and six Universities agreed to participate
in the study. Only one University did not respond to the request. This range of access
increases the validity of the results of the semi-structured interviews and document
analysis.
The ITT was selected as the pilot site for the administration of the semistructured interviews and questionnaires. As the author is based in the ITT it was
believed that the willingness of key informants would provide an extremely
informative and critical analysis of the piloted semi-structured interviews. The
availability of findings of a PhD undertaken in the ITT in relation to strategic
planning, renders the ITT an ideal location to undertake the pilot study (Lillis 2007).
Although Patton (2002) states that a sample selection should not be based upon ease
of access, Easterby-Smith et al. (1991) recognise the inevitable difficulties
surrounding the available access to staff in powerful positions.
The author of this study used purposeful sampling for the semi-structured
interviews and decisions were taken to interview the most knowledgeable and most
appropriate informants in the lOTs and universities. Much consideration was given
24
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to the sample selection as the quality of the sample depends on the judgment of the
person selecting it (Bryman 2004). Permission to hold semi-struetured interviews
was requested by written communieation.
For the first phase interviews the author interviewed personnel with first-hand
experience in the strategic planning process. Each informant held a senior
management position within the institution and had a direct involvement in the
strategic planning process. Thirteen of the twenty informants led the strategic
planning process. Access was granted to twenty HEIs and therefore somebody from
each HEI was interviewed (with the exception of one university). Table 3.2
illustrates the positions held by informants.
Following the first round interviews it beeame clear that a smaller number of
informants were well versed in approaches to strategic planning processes. When
conducting the second round interviews, informants were chosen using purposeful
sampling. Seven key informants were re-interviewed in a more in-depth manner. Six
of the seven informants interviewed led the last strategic planning process at the
institution. This fact was not used as a measure for selection but was coincidental. At
University P the informant was employed to develop the new strategic plan and was
therefore not in employment at the time of the inception of the strategic plan referred
to throughout the research. The positions held by the informants are outlined in Table
3.8. The interviews were conducted with the researeh questions in mind.

Table 3.8 Position held by informants (2"*^ Round Interview)
POSITION

INSTITUTION

Head of Strategic Planning

lOTB
University R
University
lOTC
lOT J
lOTM
IOTA

President

Head of Department
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3.6 Evaluation Criteria
An evaluation of the credibility or value of research is dominated by reliability,
validity and generalisability. Objectivity is considered an important factor in a post
positivist philosophy. These factors epitomise the degree to which a research project
will be accepted by peers as a useful and credible piece of work. Reliability, validity
and generalisability assume different issues and factors and may be interpreted
differently for a post-positivist and a phenomenological research methodology.
3.6.1 Generalisability

The positivist view of generalisibility is that the findings of a study from a
large (quantitative) sample should also be applicable to a more general population.
The phenomenological definition suggests that the theories generated from the
research should be applicable in other settings (Easterby-Smith et al. 2002). The
acceptance of generalisability in qualitative studies is not without its critics. Some
authors believe that when a small sample is used that it is not acceptable to generalise
the findings from this and to apply it to a wider setting. Bryman (2004) contests this
and argues that the results of qualitative findings are not meant to be representative
of a large section of society but rather the results are presented in order to generalise
a theory (Bryman 2004).
This study uses a mixed method approach to research. Qualitative research is
carried out through the medium of semi-structured interviews. The number of first
phase interviews carried out totaled twenty and the second phase interviews totaled
seven. Although the sample size (n=20) may be considered small by comparison to
quantitative samples, it is large for qualitative research and represents 100% of Irish
lOTs and almost 100% of universities. The author believes therefore that the results
generated from the analysis of the interviews can be considered to have excellent
generalisability potential. Qualitative research also included an analysis of strategic
plans and institutional reviews over a ten year period (2000-2010). The analysis
included n=44 strategic plans and n=28 institutional review processes. As the lOTs
and universities are seen as a reasonably homogenous sector, the results and findings
may be generalisable beyond Ireland, in comparable higher education systems.

.?
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3.6.2 Reliability

A positivist view of reliability is concerned with whether the measures will produce
the same results in other instances. A phenomenological definition of reliability is
more concerned with how the raw data were interpreted (Easterby-Smith et al. 2003).
The issue of reliability is particularly important in relation to quantitative research as
the researcher is concerned with whether a measure is consistent and stable. Miles
and Huberman believe that the reliability of qualitative research depends on the skill
of the researcher or observer involved e.g. their familiarity with the subject under
study, their interest in the research, their adoption of a multidisciplinary approach
and the quality of their investigative skills (Miles and Huberman 1994).

The

reliability of a study is closely linked to its replicability. To determine the reliability
of a measure of a concept, the procedures that comprise that measure must be
replicable by another researcher (Bryman 2004).
The reliability of this study is supported in numerous ways. A
multidisciplinary approach has been used drawing on management, philosophy and
the social sciences. The use of semi-structured interviews with a sample size of
twenty informants from twenty-one HEIs adds to the reliability of the results. The
lOTs and universities are quite a homogenous group so the fact that a substantial
sample size was used can only add to the reliability of the research. All material
relating to the interviews is available. An audit trail is established for all sources
used as part of the research project. The reliability of the study is supported by each
of the aforementioned criteria.
3.6.3 Validity

The positivist philosophy on validity is that the measures should correspond
closely to reality. The phenomenological definition of validity suggests that the
researcher should have full access to the knowledge and insight of those in the
research setting therefore increasing the validity of the research (Easterby-Smith et
al. 2003). Bryman (2004) believes that validity is concerned with the accuracy and

faithfulness of the conclusions produced by the researcher. The validity of a study
can be assessed in terms of measurement validity, internal validity and external
validity.

Measurement validity is more commonly associated with quantitative

research. Bryman (2004) defines measurement validity as ‘whether a measure that is
devised of a concept really does reflect the concept that it is supposed to be
denoting’.

Internal validity is linked to causality.
i
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correlations that these are valid and are not just coincidenee. External validity is
associated with the validity of the results outside of the identified sample.

It is

suggested by Bryman (2004) that the larger the sample the more likely that external
validity is accepted.
The validity of this study was assessed by determining the legitimacy and
authenticity of the doeuments used. Official documentation was used during the
study including Institutional Reports, Strategic Plans, Self Evaluation Reports and
some government documentation. The effectiveness and efficiency of the semistructured interviews in gathering accurate information was ensured through the
selection of informants that were well placed to provide an insight into the strategic
planning process. The precision of the data analysis techniques used in analysing
information and drawing eonclusions also ensure validity.
3.6.4 Objectivity

Objectivity is important in research projects e.g. where a post-positivist
philosophy is adopted, in order to limit potential bias and therefore to produce results
that are not skewed. Br>Tnan highlights the importance of being ‘value free ’ and
objective (Bryman 2004). The author made every attempt possible to be objective
and value free by: limiting the effect of personal beliefs and feelings on the design of
the research questions (allowing the literature and the data eollected to dictate the
most appropriate research questions); evaluating the choice of methodology used
including data collection techniques; eareful analysis of data; meticulous
interpretation of data used to draw precise and accurate eonclusions.
In an attempt to achieve objectivity and to limit potential bias it is important
to establish an audit trail as well as to triangulate sourees. Patton states that the
creation of an audit trail ‘verifies the rigor of the fieldwork and confirmability of the
data collected’ (Patton 2004). The use of an audit trail illustrates the willingness on
the part of the author to limit bias and to report neutrally, fairly and objectively. The
use of triangulation improves the reliability and integrity of the results. The criteria
for reliability include the willingness and the endeavor of the author to remain
objective, detached and therefore to provide dependable sources of information and
data.
Every attempt was made by the author to analyse and assess the criteria
suggested by prominent authors in the field in terms of how best to improve the
reliability, validity, generalisability and objectivity of a research project (Miles and
.5
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Huberman 1994; Patton 2002; Easterby-Smith et al. 2003 and Bryman 2004). The
author used the suggested criteria at every opportunity in an attempt to produce a
reliable, valid, credible, generalizable and impartial piece of work. The extent to
which this was achieved is considered in Chapter Seven.

Table 3.9 Perspectives on validity, reliability and generalisability
Evaluation criteria

Positivist

Phenomenological

Reliability

The measures will yield the
same
results
on
other
occasions

Interpretation of the raw data needs
to be transparent

Validity

The measures correspond
closely to reality
The study should confirm
existing findings in the same
field

Access to the experience of those on
the research setting
Theories generated
should be
applicable in other settings

Generalisability

3.7 Summary
Chapter Three outlined the purpose, the research questions and the objectives
for this study.

The research philosophy, research design, sampling decisions,

methods of inquiry and evaluation criteria have been highlighted and presented.
An applied, reality-oriented, post-positivist philosophy was used for this
study. The results and evidence is presented and the reader may therefore draw their
own conclusions based on the given data. A mixed-method approach was used in
gathering and obtaining the research in relation to the two research questions. Both
qualitative and quantitative methods of research were used including: a literature
review; document analysis and semi-structured interviews. Triangulation was used
in an attempt to increase the reliability, validity, generalisablilty and objectivity of
the research.

Patton (2002) believes that there is no one best researeh design or

methodology, that every research design will vary according to what is being
researched. With this in mind the author made every attempt possible to develop the
most suitable, appropriate, efficient and effective methodology for this research
project. The next Chapter presents the results of the data collection phase.

.?
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Chapter Four
The experiences of
strategic planning in Irish HEIs
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4.0 Introduction
Chapter Four considers the experiences of Irish HEIs in strategic planning
during the last decade (2000-2010) and answers research question one. It is based on
an analysis of twenty interviews conducted at all but one HEI in Ireland which
investigated the strategic planning process from the perspective of those responsible
for it. It focuses on the process used to develop the strategic plan as opposed to a
wider investigation on the implementation of the plan which is largely beyond the
scope of this study. The interview analysis is triangulated where possible with the
strategic plans documents and with Institutional Review documents, including both
the self-evaluation reports and the expert panel reports.
4.1 Why was strategic planning needed?
In 2000, no Irish HEI had a strategic plan. Ten years later all had completed
at least one or more iterations of strategic planning. A key question therefore is why
HEIs initiated strategic planning and whether it was because they wanted to or
because they had to. The philosophical approach taken to strategy development is
considered in this section. The experiences of HEIs are compared to the main
purposes of strategic planning including creating vision and mission, alignment to
the external environment, alignment to the internal environment and mapping vision
to goals and objectives.
4.1.1 What were the driving forces behind the development of a strategic plan?

It is clear from the literature review that many authors agree that strategic
planning is an essential part of higher education management and concur that the
success and accomplishments of an organisation operating in a changing
environment lies in the development and implementation of an efficient and effective
strategic plan (Senge 1993; Preedy et al. 1997; Mintzberg and Quinn 1998; Carr et al.
2004; Tabatoni et al 2004). Increasingly HEIs find themselves having to align to an
external environment which is exerting more pressure and are faced with a choice
between shaping and managing change internally or having it dictated by external
forces. Furthermore each lOT and University is obliged by leglisation to produce a
strategic plan.
Although most informants mentioned several reasons behind the development
of a strategic plan, meeting the legal requirement and the associated link to funding
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were the reasons most often mentioned. Ten informants from the lOTs and five
informants from the universities mentioned the legal obligation and the need for
funding as reasons for strategic planning. This is noteworthy in that the main reason
given for developing a strategic plan was an external driving force, as illustrated in
Table 4.1. The self-ealuation reports do not feature this opinion as strongly, as
perhaps it is not the ideal impression to give during an Institutional Review.

Table 4.1 Reasons for strategic planning
Reason for initiating strategic planning

Driving
Force

lOT

University

Total

Legal obligation/Link to funding

External

10

5

15

Provides direction, vision, focus for the Institution

Internal

10

4

14

Wanted and/or needed a written plan, or the previous
plan was out of date

Internal

8

3

11

Three quarters of informants believe that a reason for strategic planning was
to provide direction and vision for their institution. There was an overall sense that
the plan was something that everybody could focus on and therefore work in a
particular direction. It was noted that a vision was important in terms of where the
HEI sees itself but also in terms of how others view it.

Almost two thirds of

informants said that the previous plan was out of date and so a new strategic planning
process was required. This presumably refers to second and subsequent iterations
and suggests that once the process was established, it became part of the fabric of the
Institution. Resources had been invested, structures established but the degree to
which these were evaluated in terms of their effectiveness is questionable. Other
reasons cited by informants included managing the growing complexity of the
organisation (n=l), major internal restructuring (n=l), initiatives by the President or
Governing body (n=l) and differentiation from other HEIs (n=l).
Some Institutions initiated a strategic planning process in advance of the legal
requirement, raising an interesting question as to why an Institution with no previous
exposure to strategic planning chose to embark on it. In two of these institutions it
was linked to an upcoming external institutional review (Lillis 2007). It is also
possible that there was recognition that existing operational planning processes and
structures were sub-optimal and did not enable discussions around 'corporate-level’
strategy which is concerned with the overall purpose and scope of the Institution
(Johnson and Scholes 2002).
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With reference to the Australian experience, Scott and Hawke noted that staff
will not engage in something new unless they see the extrinsic and intrinsic benefits
(Scott and Hawke 2003). In summary, it is clear that Irish HEIs are cogniscant of the
importance of strategic planning in terms of the provision of funding and meeting the
legislative requirement, which appears to have been the initial impetus for strategic
planning. It is also clear that, once the process has been established, most HEIs saw
its advantages in providing direction and vision and therefore continued to use it.
4.1.2 What approach was taken to strategy development?

The starting position in the late 1990’s was that no Irish HEI had a
documented strategic plan. Within ten years all had undergone at least one iteration
of a strategic planning process. This deliberate decision to produce a documented
strategic plan suggests that either a Classical or Systemic approach to strategy
development was adopted (Whittington 2001). In the early 2000’s, Irish HEIs would
have had to rely heavily on the experiences of a small number of international HEIs,
the wider public sector or the corporate sector for guidance on strategic planning. At
the time criteria or guidelines which shed light on how this should be done did not
exist. This is brought sharply into focus if one compares it to well elaborated quality
assurance frameworks such as the European Standards and Guidelines (ENQA 2005)
and other national quality assurance frameworks.
In order to gauge the strategic planning models used by Irish HEIs, the
researcher designed and developed a specific framework which would analyse the
strategic plans of each lOT and University. The framework analysed the planning
processes from the perspective of the 'lenses’ used in the development of strategic
plans (Johnson et al. 2005). Additionally the framework took cognisance of specific
strategic planning processes used (e.g. rational planning; intended strategy; logical
incrementalism; emergent strategy; foresight planning and scenario planning).
These approaches are not stand-alone and elements of each may exist in
tandem with one another. An analysis of the strategic plans is not a definitive
exercise. The author can only use her informed judgment to assess each element yet
the analysis of the strategic plans is triangulated where possible with the results of
the interviews, self-evaluation reports, institutional review reports and the external
review panel reports. This level of triangulation serves to substantiate the results.
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It is interesting to explore the deliberate processes used to develop strategy,
particularly for the first time a HEl undertook a strategic planning process.

An

analysis of the interviews shows very limited reference to the name of the strategic
planning models used and nearly three quarters of the informants were unfamiliar
with the ‘text-book’ strategic planning terminology used by the interviewer. This is
surprising given that the informants led the strategic planning process in their
institution, some for more than one iteration. It is also significant that one informant
did not understand the concept of a strategic planning model. The researcher was
required to define each type of model and subsequently the informant suggested that
they may have used a rational model. The informant stressed that they were not sure
what model was used as the decision would have been up to the external consultant.
There is a sense of a lack of ownership apparent here.
Table 4.2 illustrates that only one third of informants demonstrated an
awareness of alternative strategic planning models. Only one quarter of Institutions
evaluated different models prior to selecting one for their context. Additionally two
informants said that ‘no model was used’ (lOT I and University R) and one
informant (University S) said the process was ‘ad hoc’.

Table 4.2 Evaluation and Selection of Strategic Planning models
How a strategic planning model was selected?
Adapted or designed a model using in-house expertise or own
experience
Demonstrated an awareness of different approaches to strategic
planning
Conducted a deliberate exercise to evaluate and select a strategic
planning model
Adopted external consultants model
Benchmarked models with other HEIs/Public sector/Corporate
sector

Number
8
7
4
4
3

4.1.2.1 What role did external consultants play?
External consultants may be used in managing or facilitating a strategic
planning process. Johnson et al. (2005) outlines a number of reasons why
organisations employ external consultants. In some instances management believe
that it is good practice to have an external and more objective view of strategy
development. Consultants are sometimes employed as a ‘symbolic’ gesture in that
their involvement, cost and the importance of their work may indicate a commitment
to strategic planning. Of course external consultants may be employed simply to
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provide assistance to an organisation that may not have the skills needed to
successfully formulate a strategic plan. External consultants generally analyse,
prioritise and generate options, promote strategic direction and implement strategic
change (Johnson et al. 2005).
It is noteworthy that nine Irish HEIs employed external consultants to advise
them on the formulation of their strategic plan (seven lOTs and two universities).
External consultants were generally employed to advise on or to formulate a suitable
strategic planning process and also to facilitate the actual process.
"'there was an external consultant brought in initially to advise the executive in relation to
suitable strategic planning processes for our system

The selection of a strategic planning model was influenced in at least four
cases by the external consultant. Two informants (D,J) noted that the external
consultant decided to use scenario planning. One lOT stated that the selection of a
model was based on the ‘experience ’ of the external consultant. The decision about
which model to use was left entirely up to the external consultant at university Q.
The strategic planning process was managed in-house by eleven HEIs. One
informant noted the advantages of such a process by comparison to employing
external consultants. It was felt that an in-house process was more conducive to staff
involvement and commitment as giving staff a sense of ownership of the plan.
Nonetheless, two informants stated that they would consider bringing in external
consultants for the next strategic planning process.
Figure 4.1 Involvement of external consultants in the
strategic planning process

By way of triangulating the informants views, reference to the use of external
consultants is very sparse in the strategic plans. Only two lOTs (A,I) refer to the use
-/

6

( haplcr Four

Expci iiuicus oi S!i (il('pi( J^/unuing

of external consultants in their document. No further information is given on the
nature of their work. Additionally an analysis of the Institutional Reviews of the
lOTs and Universities shows that no reference is made to the use of external
consultants in the strategic planning process. It is possible that highlighting the use of
external consultants would illustrate a lack of internal expertise and this is perhaps
not something that a HEI wishes to admit to a funding or Quality Assurance agency.
4.1.2.2 What changed in second and subsequent iterations?
By 2010, ten lOTs and all universities had undertaken at least one previous
strategic planning exercise and this would undoubtedly influence their approach for
second and subsequent iterations.

Four informants from the lOTs (C,H,J,M) and

two informants from the universities (0,T) noted that their past experience in
strategic planning was used in determining the model to be used in subsequent
iterations. This was recognised as a key learning experience by some, for example:

“The Strategic Plan 03/06 and the significant progress that was accomplished by the
Institute as a result of that process were definitive and purposeful... most importantly, that
Strategic Plan provided us with a foundation upon which to build the second cycle, the
Strategic Plan 2007-10" (lOT F)
“Reviewing the original plan, it is now clear that it was developed in a very different
environment (growth in student numbers, staff, operating budgets), and the self-study process
undertaken for Delegated Authority highlighted that the original plan required revision to
take into account the current operating environment” (lOT E)
“Experience, I applied it the way I thought it would work based on what had gone wrong the
last time specifically" (University T)
“As the 2002 plan was the first full institute strategic plan...a great deal was learned during
its design and operation about the strategic planning process ” ’ (lOT D),
“Since the first strategic plan, our approach to planning has undergone an evolution and
refinement...the current plan is a better fit for purpose, more focused and more robust" (lOT
A)
“A position paper on the new strategic plan has already been drafted...It reflects a change
from the standard single 5-year document produced by the previous two processes...The
process set out here also suggests changes reflecting lessons learned (lOT B)
“An evaluation of the institute's strategic planning process is being conducted...preliminary
findings...from that process indicates the focus for the next five year plan should not deviate
from the last one, and look at improvements to ensure a greater efficiency ” (Institute M)

To triangulate the views of informants, institutional reviews reports were
used to shed some light on the nature of the strategic planning models used. The
expert panels commended two Institutions (A,B) for their work on strategic planning
over the years:

^
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“The strong commitment to strategic planning and the evolution of the strategic planning
process over the years, the dynamic nature of the Strategic Plan” (lOT A)
“ ...a well-developed and mature planning framework... It is clear that lessons learned from
previous iterations have been incorporated into the next round of strategic planning ” (lOl'

B)
The past experiences of management and staff are also useful, as past
experience helps people to make sense of and to understand a wide range of issues.
Nevertheless, over-reliance on past experience may have an adverse effect. If any
problems arise they may be dealt with in the same manner as they were in the past
The future is likely to he made sense of in terms of the past’ (Johnson et al. 2005).
Although Institutions appeared to have learned from past experience, and made
modifications to their process, none of them questioned the fundamental approach to
strategy development and Classical/Strategy as Design approaches continued for
second and susbequent iterations.
4.1.2.3 What approach to strategy development predominated?
In all institutions the strategic plans appear to have been developed and
designed using a classical approach to strategy development. Table 4.3 illustrates the
strategic planning models used, as described by the informants.

Table 4.3 Strategic planning models used
Approach taken

Number

Rational planning
Scenario or Foresight models
Did not specify a particular model

8
3
9

The rational strategic planning model was used by over one third of the Institutions.
Rational planning uses evaluative and objective techniques to develop a strategy to
maximise the goals of the organisation.

Objectives are clearly outlined and are

unambiguous (Johnson 2005). If a HEI adopted this approach one would expect to
see longer term goals and objectives clearly articulated in a strategic planning
document and techniques such as SWOT or PEST analyses used to analyse the
external and internal environment.

Strategy implementation is seen as a distinct

phase with action plans cascading from the objectives and the subsequent alignment
of resources and structures toward strategic goals and objectives (Mintzberg & Quinn
1998).

While four other Institutions used models such as scenario planning or

Foresight to generate their plans, these can also be viewed as falling largely within

^

(S’

Chaptc! I '(Jiir

Expa iojccs of Slnitcgic Phmnliip

the Classical/Strategy as Design approach as a deliberate attempt was made to plan
and set goals. This places the approaches taken by all Irish HEIs firmly in the
Classical (‘Masters of the Universe ’) quadrant of Whittington’s approaches to
strategy development (Figure 2.1) (Whittington 2001).

This is a key finding as it

provides a framework by which to analyse the strategic planning processes in use in
Irish HEIs.
4.1.2.4 Were any other approaches evident?
Aside from the classical/strategy as design approach, in the framework
outlined in the literature review, there are at least three other possible approaches to
strategy development: Strategy as Ideas/Evolutionary approaches; Strategy as
Experience/Processualist
appproches.

approaches

and

Strategy

as

Discourse/Systemic

This section explores to what extent these were evident in the

development of strategy in the Institutions.
In relation to the Strategy as Ideas lens, an analysis of the strategic plans
showed that each plan had referenced the importance of innovation,
"We value an organisational culture which promotes enterprise and is characterised by
creative thinking, innovation and discovery, in which the University’s academic breadth and
strengths are used to the full’’ (University P)
"This strategic plan is centred on people, not buildings. It is deliberately designed to
encourage innovation and responsiveness ’’ (lOT L)
"The institute is confident that the sustained and successful commitment of all staff to the
implementation of this plan will consolidate its reputation as a quality provider of education,
a respected centre for research and a significant source of innovation ’’ (lOT K).

Although each strategic plan has references to innovation it can be argued
that innovation is seen more as a ‘product’ of the Institution, rather than a
management culture or approach to strategic planning.
One lOT (D) and one university (T) made a direct reference to innovative
techniques used to develop the plan, namely the use of ‘foresight planning \ and two
strategic plans (A,E) made a direct reference to the innovative techniques used
namely ‘scenario planning’. Institute J refers to the use of a ‘scenario planning
exercise’. Institute B describes a new performance based methodology that was
introduced - a Key Performance Indicator system which was based on a ‘‘traffic light
system ’. These techniques were seen as being innovative by the informants as they
do not follow the traditional planning approach. Four informants from lOTs
(A,D,E,J) noted the use of some innovative techniques. These included scenario
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planning, foresight planning, the Delphi technique and the use of Porter and Ansoff,
all of which can be linked to the ‘strategy as ideas ’ lens:
"We looked at three or four different models from the traditional through to a full strategic
foresight planning process using the techniques offoresight planning like Delphi...we opted
(to) modify the traditional views offoresight planning” (JOTD)
"There was a notion of bringing it back to scenario planning that was adopted, it allowedfor
different cases to come forward” (lOT E)
“ We agreed to go to scenario planning... we did scenario planning exercises ” (lOT J)
"We used the Ansoff model...and we used the Porters model for scanning the external
environment” (lOT C)

No institution appeared to explicitly consider how strategic planning might be
undertaken, at least in part, by their institutional review process. This approach to
strategy development could be considered Processualist/Strategy as Experience.
Although the components of both strategic planning and institutional review, and the
methods by which they are undertaken, are different, at a simple level there is an
argument that both have similar purposes. The contention here is that there is at least
enough overlap to merit their integration at component level.
4.2.1.5 How generalisable are the models used?
This section is based on the results of two questions asked during the
interview phase. Informants were asked if they felt the strategic planning process
used at their Institution could be used in other institutions and secondly informants
were asked if they felt that one standard best practice strategic planning model could
be successfully adapted and integrated across the higher education sector.
A total of seventeen informants believe that the strategic planning process
used in their institution could be used in other institutions with ten informants noting
that the process may need to be adapted or modified slightly to suit other institutions.
The reasons given for this included a difference in culture between institutions and
the complicated governance which exists in institutions. Two informants believe that
the consultative process used was extremely effective and that it could be adapted
and used at other institutions.
Two informants were not sure if the strategic planning process used in their
institution could be transferred to other institutions. One informant believes that one
can learn form different models and 'use bits of them’ yet they highlighted their
'resistance in accepting the notion that you can take a model and apply it completely
in any single institution

One informant felt that the strategic planning process used
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at their organisation could not be used in other institutions as it lacked sufficient staff
engagement and staff buy in. It was also said to lack any level of environmental
scanning.
Informants were also asked if one best practice model could be used in all
HEIs. A total of n=9 informants felt that one best practice strategic planning model
or framework could be successfully adapted and integrated across the higher
education sector:
“1 think we’re all relatively similar and 1 think certainly within this country there’s
absolutely no doubt that (best practice model) would work...l think the HEIs could generally
benefit from that ”

The informants did outline the need for the model to be flexible and adaptable as
well as concerns about how to make it happen. One informant stated that, ‘one size
doesn 7 fit all ’ using one model would ‘lack the flexibility aspect that allows for
innovation ’ The informant suggests that there could be 'one best process

This

opinion was also expressed by another informant:
“My honest answer is yes, my realistic answer is it will never happen. I think there could be
a framework which says you need a mission, you need a vision you need goals but 1 don’t
think you ’ll ever get any of them to agree how to get there ”

A total of seven informants do not believe that one best practice strategic planning
model or framework can be used. One informant felt that general guidelines are
helpful but that it is up to each individual institution how they get things done:
“There are guides there from different National bodies as to what a plan should look like,
what you take on board etc. I think that’s useful but I think its up to each individual
institution then to work out how best to get things done, you need to gauge the temperature of
things ’’

Two informants noted the importance of HEIs differentiating themselves going
forward. With that in mind it is suggested that it would not be realistic to have one
standard best practice strategic planning model:
“I really think that colleges are going to differentiate themselves one from the other so what
would work for one set, for a college with a certain ethos a certain vision may not work for
another ’’

One informant argues the importance of developing individual strategic planning
models. It is suggested that doing this enables a more comprehensive process as the
institutions have to do all of the ground work themselves:
“Institutions are the better of having to sweat it a bit themselves and having to put the time
and thought into what they want to do, it makes you connect with the process... It’s a bit
harder to do but it gives you something that’s more meaningful for the organisation. There
are various generic models I got copies of all the strategic models from the colleges. Ifyou
were honest and looked at it from a helicopter you wouldn’t see a lot of differences”.

4 II
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The findings of Section 4.1 suggested that there is a lack of awareness and
understanding on the use of strategic planning models within Irish HEIs and
therefore it is questionable whether informants are well placed to give an opinion on
a question relating to the applicability of strategic planning models across the higher
education sector.
4.1.3 What was the purpose of strategic planning?
As discussed in Chapter Two, the main purposes of strategic planning are to
clarify or create the vision and mission of an organisation, align the organisation to
the external environment, align the internal capacity of the organisation toward
achieving the vision and articulate a pathway by which the organisation can achieve
its vision by setting goals and objectives.

The experiences of Irish HEIs are

considered in this section under these headings.
4.1.3.1 Did the strategic planning process result in a clear vision for the Institution?
A vision statement represents a desired future state and defines a long-term
view for the organisation and its strategic direction. Finlay refers to vision as the
'strategic intent’ of an organisation and as a view of the desired [future reality’ of
that organisation (Finlay 2000). The effectiveness of a vision statement improves if
it is shared within the organisation and as management and staff become more
determined to succeed, ‘not because they are told to but because they want to ’
(Senge 1990).
An analysis of the strategic plan documents showed that three universities
and eight lOTs have a vision statement articulated in their strategic plans. Some
examples are shown in Table 4.4, with the full table from all HEIs given in Appendix
G. It is significant that only eleven HEIs have a vision statement despite the fact that
all twenty underwent a strategic planning process.

Table 4.4 Example Vision Statements
HEI

Vision Statement

Institute B

‘...will he a pre-eminent provider of career-focused education that embraces
diversity and innovation ’.
‘Our vision is that by 2011 ...will be nationally recognised as a leader in providing
high-quality third level education ’.
‘...is a student centred and research-intensive University of international standing,
with a faculty and staff committed to excellence... The University will develop its
unique strengths in providing a stimulating learning environment and will provide
economic, social and
cultural leadership. This will maximise our contribution at national, regional and
community levels.

Institute H
University Q
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HEI

Vision Statement

University R

‘In further developing its distinctive identity ... will become:
• A leading international research-intensive university where bold and imaginative
teaching
programmes and excellence in teaching and learning go hand-in-glove with a
commitment to research, scholarship, innovation, and creativity;
• A university that shapes agendas, supporting where appropriate and challenging
where warranted;
• A university that is distinctively Irish, diverse, socially inclusive and recognised as
worldclass;
• A university that continues to play a central role in the shaping of modern Ireland,
engages the global Irish community and offers an educational gateway to Europe for
increasing numbers of international students;
• A university where the holistic development of individual students and staff is
central to
our academic, social, cultural and professional lives;
• A university where international competitiveness is the benchmark for everything
that we
Do’.

To investigate this further, informants were asked whether strategic planning
resulted in a clear vision of the way forward. This allows for the possiblity that an
internal vision may have been developed but not documented in the strategic plan.
Sixteen informants believed that strategic planning did in fact result in a clear vision.
This included ten lOTs and six Universities.
Informant M stated that the strategic planning process resulted in a clear
vision for the Institution however there is no vision statement outlined in their
strategic plan. No reasons were given for this but having recently undergone the
expert panel report of its Institutional Review recommended that the Institute
articulate its vision:
“The panel recommends that the Institute should clearly articulate the underlying
educational philosophy guiding the Institute’s development and underpinning its vision for
the future ”

Informant I was not sure how to answer the question.

They began by

outlining the importance of having a vision and the importance of having a ‘notion of

where you are going ’. The informant however warned against the vision becoming
too rigid:
‘7 probably subscribe to notions around chaos and how chaos can actually happen and that
strategy is actually about having a conversation, hence you become attentive to certain
things. It’s not necessarily about going from a to z through the rest of the alphabet ”

Interestingly having since undergone Institutional Review the Expert Panel
recommended that Institute I review their vision,
“The panel recommends that the Institute should rearticulate its vision and develop a new
Strategic Plan as the existing plan has been overtaken by events ”
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A review of the University Institutional Reviews show that four of the six
Reviews made reference to the university vision statement. Two of the Reviews
commended the appropriateness of the vision statements (University T as noted
above) and two University Institutional Reviews suggest the vision statements be
revised. It was proposed that University R should adopt a more 'specific’ vision
statement. It was stated the President of University P has a clear vision but that,
"the EVA team did not encounter many other visions of the future of the university and its
different components for the next five to ten years. The team did not expect to find one shared
global vision of the future, but a number of converging ideas which together would help
create a common set of explicit institutional objectives for the mid to long term. This did not
appear to be the case... ”

Informant B admitted that their institution does not have a clear vision . The
informant stated that they had ‘two goals from the plan

The first aim was try to put

a plan in place which had a ‘reasonable structure in terms of strategic goals for the
institute and a set of objectives to deliver that The second aim was ‘looking forward
towards the implementation ’ and trying to reach a stage where they could have a
‘‘more data driven proper analysis of the strategic direction of the institute’. The
informant states that ‘because of that it was hard to get the institute to get a solid
strategic vision ’. It was felt that the plan was not ‘all encompassing ’ and 'certainly
something that everybody would have bought in to ’.
Given the predominance of the rational approach to strategy development, it
is significant that slightly less than half of HEIs did not document a future vision as
part of the process.
4.1.2.2 Was the vision distinctive or unique?
Haberberg (2001) states that each organisation should adopt a vision that
highlights the distinctive elements of an organisation and that highlights the
organisations 'personality’.

Given the relatively homogenous nature of the two

sectors of Irish higher education by international standards, with 22 HEIs deriving
their functions from two Acts in leglislation, it is arguable that achieving a unique
vision would be difficult. A HEI may be unique within its geographical location but
it is challenging to be entirely unique beyond this. There are exceptions whereby
HEIs are clearly distinctive within their national sphere in terms of their delivery
mode (e.g. Hibernia College, Open University) or by disciplines they provide (e.g.
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Royal College of Surgeons, National Optometry Centre etc.). It is arguable therefore
that the vision a HEI should focus more on making them distinctive.
Focusing on the informants that believed they had created a vision as part of
their strategic planning processes (n=16), eight informants believed that their HEI
has a unique vision. Five out of the six informants from the universities (P,Q,R,S,T)
believe that their vision is unique in the HEI sector whereas three informants from
the lOTs (C,D,J) believe that their vision is unique.

This is an interesting

differentiation between the sectors and suggests that Institutes of Technology may
believe that they are similar but differentiated by their regional location, whereas
Universities seek differentiation within the national sphere.

Informants who believed their vision is unique or distinctive
This belief was most strongly felt in the university sector. One informant
argued that they ‘aspire to being a world leading university’. They add that other
universities may have similar aspirations but that they differ from them in terms of
‘‘quantification

At the time the university in question was ranked

and they want to be 50^^ in the world and

in the world

in Europe’. They argue that other

universities have unrealistic aims and that they will be unable to achieve what they
have set out to achieve,
‘7’ve seen other people aspire to go from where they are currently to where they want to get
in their plans, I don't think it's realistic”

Informant P stated that their vision is unique in that they aim to be a ‘world class
regional University, certainly within Ireland’ however this statement in itself seems
somewhat contradictory. Informant Q believes that their university has a unique
vision within Ireland as it is said to be extremely student centered,
“the university has lower drop out rates than any other university, students and parents are
met in their home towns before they start college ”

But this view was contested by the Institutional Review Panel,
“It is recommended that...address the contradiction between its aspiration of being a
student-centred university and the students ’ complaints about large classes, too little space,
too few computers and too few student services ”

It is also plausible that every HEI in Ireland believes itself to be student centered.
When asked about the presence of a unique vision, informant T argued that.

’
http://w\v\v.topunixersities.com universitv-rankinus/world-university-rankings
February 2011)
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"one of the biggest issues with planning in universities is you could take six or seven
university plans, take the names off them, shuffle them and you wouldn’t know the difference
between them ”

However, somewhat contradicting themselves, the infonnant goes on to say that the
vision for their university is unique. They believe that it is the ‘culture of the
organisation and the way we do business ’ which makes them unique because the
university is "doing things people haven’t done before

The informant states that

they were the first ones to do "the access program’, the first ‘to do research
assessment ’ and the first to do "foresight

They believe that they experiment ‘with

stuff’ before anybody else does. It is arguable however that every HEI could select a
set of initiatives that they are the first to undertake.
From the Institute of Technology sector. Informant D believes that
‘everybody is unique ’. Informant C stated that certain components of the vision were
unique,
“We've saidfor example... that we want to develop a unique educational philosophy which is
an educational philosophy of active learning and we ’re now in the process of implementing
that where each course throughout the institute no matter which school it is has to have thenown strategy for implementing active learning in the curriculum ...I haven 7 seen any other
institutes (lOTs) that have articulated a specific educational philosophy”

Informants who believe their vision is not unique or distinctive
Seven informants believed their vision is not unique (only one of these was a
university). Infonnant L feels that it is very difficult to achieve uniqueness ‘it’s very
hard be unique except maybe in nuance ’. They argued that the uniqueness comes
about in,
"how you actually do it (the student at the centre) and how you get the name and the
reputation for it just like you get the name and the reputation for anything else ”

They believe that a vision statement doesn’t make you unique, ‘the uniqueness never
really comes in the sentence that you put up as a mission statement ’, the uniqueness
is in what you actually try to do behind it. The remaining informants share similar
views as to why the visions of the HEIs are not unique.

They believe that ‘no lOT

or university has a unique vision ’ and the vision for an institution shouldn’t be
unique as its ‘supposed to be a fairly common vision around the sector’. The HEI
sector generally places the same challenges on each institution and therefore,
"each institution probably has to come up with the same strategies and strategic responses to
these issues which in turn halts their uniqueness ”

Informant O commented that.
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“a university is a university and you get paid to act in a certain way so ifyou ’re going to pay
us to act differently then we ’ll act differently. So we act differently in the constraints of what
we get paid to do ”

Some informants stated that their vision is not unique in Ireland but that it may be
unique within their region.
“one of the things that we ’re trying to do is to establish differentiation... a lot of our work has
been to either mop up what they (neighboring university) don’t take or in certain ways try to
compete with them or emulate them. I suppose one of the things that we were trying to do
with the vision was that we had our own identity and to differentiate... the vision reflects that
we have an individual differentiation ’’

It is difficult to triangulate the views of informants with either the strategic planning
documents or institutional review reports however in later sections we will see that
HEIs did not generally engage in a systematic benchmarking exercise or competitor
analysis as part of their strategic planning exercise.
Given the predominance of the rational approach to strategy development, it
is significant that slightly less than half of HEIs did not articulate a future vision as
part of the process. This is an important consideration for the future as the National
Strategy for Higher Education (HEA 2011) proposes that each institution should
adopt be differentiated and envisages a sector with diverse missions. It states that
“The (HE) system needs to evolve within a clear framework that is aimed at developing a
coherent set of higher education institutions, each of significant strength, scale and capacity
and with complementary and diverse missions that together meet individual, enterprise and
societal needs ” (HEA 2011)

It is questionable how HEIs assess whether their visions are unique unless
they are systematically engaged in examining what other HEIs are doing. For
example Porters ‘five forces framework

from the Positioning School of strategy

development as outlined in Chapter Two, may be used to assist HEIs in creating a
distinctive vision (Porter 1985). It recommends avoiding becoming ‘‘all things to all
people ’ and focusing on differentiation within a narrow market segment by
reviewing the sphere in which an organization operate from the perspective of the
threat of new entrants; threat of substitutes; competitive rivalry; bargaining power of
buyers and bargaining power of suppliers (Porter 1985). Strategic planning models
in Irish Higher Education in future may need to include a more explicit emphasis the
development of distinctive missions within the sector, which implies that greater
knowledge of other HEIs is required through a competitor analysis. The formation of
regional clusters within the Irish higher education sector suggests that a HEI may
need to be unique or at the very least distinctive within that regional cluster.
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Informant Q suggested that undertaking a strategic planning process raises 'issues’
that need solutions and therefore the strategic planning process has to result in
creative solutions in order to develop 'actions ’ to solve the issues. Infonnant I stated
that the strategic planning process did not result in creative solutions.
As part of the interview process, informants were asked what they felt went
badly as part of the strategic planning process. Four informants stated that the senior
management team and the executive were unable to 'engage’ or think 'strategically’.
This was a major hindrance to the process. One informant stated that, 7 think they ’d

he more accepting of it in five years time\ The second informant stated,
“1 failed to get them to a point where they were thinking strategically. It’s just the nature of
the organisation, it’s the nature of where you’ve come from being micro-managed and being
essentially being administrated rather than managed”

The lack of ability to think strategically was highlighted as an informant explained
that most people even at management level would not know what'ownership ’ rnGdiXii,
“Ifyou stopped your average person on the faculty floor you ’d probably find nine out of ten
would have a vague notion even at senior management level”

Perhaps the emphasis on the environmental analysis and the focus on political
influences and resources kept the focus on the current reality and therefore limited
the motivation to engage in fresh thinking. Hamel and Pralahad (1989) note that
strategic planning focuses too early on an environmental analysis and therefore
strategic plans reveal more about current plans than future opportunities. This may be
deemed a missed opportunity and an opportunity that HEIs may engage with in the
future.
4.13.4 Did the strategic planning process result in a clear mission for the Institution?
The mission statement highlights the main reason the institution exists and is
about ‘behaviour and actions for the present and immediate future ’. The vision on
the other hand highlights where the institution wants to be in the future and so

‘sketches out a mueh longer-term future ’ (Finlay 2000). Generally speaking the core
mission statement of a HEI changes infrequently. Haberberg and Rieple (2001)
contend that a mission should ‘represent timeless certainties that the organisation

can cling to as the world around it alters ’. In that context institutions may prioritise
or amplify aspeets of the mission depending on national priorities and on the
environmental context.
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The mission statement is taken as a proxy for the aetual mission as perceived
by the HEI. It is safer to assume this when the mission has been revised within a
reasonable timeframe. An analysis of the strategic plans shows that by the end of the
decade all HEIs had documented a mission statement.

Eleven HEIs revised their

mission statements (6 lOTs and 5 universities) in the last decade (Appendix G).
Seven of the eleven HEIs that revised their mission statements in the last decade also
documented a vision statement as part of their strategic planning process.
An investigation into the importance of mission in the strategic planning
processes of Irish HEIs was explored by investigating the stakeholders involved in
formulating the mission and the processes used to review / revise the mission
statement. The hypothesis is that the greater the involvement and discussion about
institutional mission the greater the importance of mission to Irish HEIs.

The impact of pre-defined legislative mission
It must be stated at the outset that Irish HEIs are required to operate within a
legislative framework and are not permitted to undertake any major changes unless it
is permitted under legislation. The legislation can therefore limit opportunities and
possibilities for HEIs. It can also lead to a working assumption that the mission is
pre-defined and cast in stone. It is possible however to make a HEI distinctive by
emphasising aspects of the mission or carrying out the work in a distinctive way. The
rules and regulations outlined in the legislative mission set the boundaries for
institutional mission and strategy. Examples of where HEIs are restricted include the
boundary between technology transfer initatives and campus companies and
competition with established businesses. Tensions might also occur if a HEI wants
to do something that is not permitted in its legislation (e.g. DIT, WIT and CIT bids
for university status).

There are also some restrictions set on arrangements for

quality assurance in that Irish HEIs cannot select their accreditation agency. As per
the various Acts, the legislative mission for Irish HEIs can be summarised under four
headings.
1. Teaching and learning
2. Research
3. Contribution to economic, cultural and social development
4. Access (including lifelong learning and equality of opportunity)
The institutional mission statement of each HEI was assessed in order to determine if
each of these four areas were noted. Legislative mission clearly has an impact on
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institutional mission. As would be expected, the area of legislation which seems to
have the most impact is ‘Teaching and Learning’ as Teaching and Learning is
explicitly noted in the mission statement of thirteen lOTs and six Universities.
Institutional mission at the lOTs also demonstates explicit awareness of three other
legislative priorities including: access (10 lOTs); research (9 lOTs) and contribution
to economic, cultural and social development (11 lOTs).
How was the mission of the institute discussed and agreed?
Strategic planning models differ on when, where and how the mission should
be formulated but agree that consideration of mission is an integral part of the
strategic planning process. Mintzberg contends that stakeholder analysis, values audit
and vision building exercise should all take place before the formulation of the
mission statement (Mintzberg 1996).
There were a number of reasons given as to why the mission statement of the
institution was revised. The majority of motives given for revising the mission
statement were related to internal reasons although two informants referred to the
impact of the external environment on the revision of the mission statement. In one
case (lOT C) it was suggested that when the mission statement was formulated there
was not a ‘proper debate ’ about the aim of the mission statement and therefore the
mission statement wasn’t ‘deeply felt’ within the institution. Institutions M and P
had mission statements that were too ‘wordy’ and considered a 'tightening up’ of
them to be imperative in order to give the mission a better 'focus ’. Informant T stated
that certain 'words’ were added to the mission statement for 'political reasons’.
Informant J stated that the previous mission statement focused very much on the
'economic, technological and sociological needs’ as outlined in the RTC Act 1992.
The decision to revise the mission was taken because the economic, technological
and sociological needs are now 'taken as a given’ and therefore do not need to be
articulated as broadly as they were initially.
It can be seen that many of the revised institutional mission statements are
now more focused and more distinctive (Appendix G). One example of this can be
seen at HEI M. The previous mission statement was extremely lengthy and the
revised mission statement is more concise:
Previous mission:
"...will provide learners with flexible higher education opportunities which are of the highest
quality. Our programmes will reflect current and emerging knowledge and practices and will
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he relevant to the needs of the individual and our region. We will offer accessible
programmes, delivered in a professional manner in a friendly and supportive environment.
We will foster graduates who are ready to undertake the roles, responsibilities and
challenges available in business, industry, the professions, public service and society.
...is the regional higher education institution for ...We aspire to be a major contributor to the
social, cultural and economic life of the County, and the surrounding region. We will realise
this aspiration by teaching and learning, research and development and providing support
for innovation and enterprise ”

Revised mission:
“The mission of... is to be the centre of higher education and knowledge creation within... and
its environs, to broaden participation in higher education in the region, to be recognised as a
leader in supporting research and commercial innovation, and to assist in the advancement
of the economic, social and cultural life of the region”

Informant B confirmed that the mission statement for their institution was not
reviewed and that there is in fact a very low level of appreciation and understanding
of the mission statement across the institution. The informant stated,
‘7 think if you were to walk out of here and corner anybody and say what’s your mission
statement you would get a lot of blank faces...It certainly isn’t something that’s high on
people’s awareness ”.

Informants were asked whether the mission statement had ever been revised
independently of the strategic plan.

Two lOTs revised the mission statement

independently of the strategic planning process. Institute C adopted a European
charter and therefore revised the mission statement as part of that process. Institute J
underwent a process of Institutional Review and reviewed the mission statement fo
some extent ’ during that process. Informants C and J suggested that as a result of this
they will not review the mission statement during the next strategic planning process.
The reasons provided for the revision of a mission statement were in relation
to provision of more focus and staff involvement. There is limited reference to the
changes in the external environment.

For example one might consider major

milesones such as the change in status from Regional Technical College to Institute
of Technology, the Delegation of Authority to make awards or major changes in the
environment such as the National Strategy for Higher Education as natural triggers to
reconsider institutional mission, if only to confirm that the existing mission remains
valid. Two HEIs revised their mission statement outside of their strategic planning
process which could lead to a disconnect between the mission and strategic goals if
not carefullly monitored. Hamel and Pralahad’s criticism of strategic planning, that
in some case it can mitigates against the development of shared vision as it focuses
too early on the mechanics of an environmental analysis, is relevant here also. They
ask whether strategic plans reveal more about today’s realities rather than tomorrows
opportunities (Hamel and Prahalad 1989).
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4.1.3.5 Did strategic planning result in alignment to the external environment?

Skilbeck (2001) believes that eaeh HEI, if it is to sueeeed, needs to be
cognisant of the external environment. Johnson and Scholes (2002) suggest that
strategic planning enables organisations to examine the external environment and to
examine their capacity to grow and develop in this context. Organisations therefore
need to be mindful of the internal and external influences which impact on their
growth and development. An analysis of internal and external factors may be carried
out by examining the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats of the
organisation (SWOT analysis) (Johnson and Scholes 2002). External factors that
impact on an organisation may include international, political, economic, socio
cultural and technological issues. A common model for undertaking this analysis is
an IPEST analysis (International, Political, Economic, Social, Technological)
analysis may be undertaken to assess the potential impact of these elements (Johnson
and Scholes 2002). Regardless of the model used these are the key factors that need
to be considered when undertaking an external environmental analysis.
An analysis of the strategic plans and the interview results showed that all
Irish HEIs considered the external environment when undertaking their strategic
planning process. Each strategic plan has evidence of the consideration of external
influences with each plan having a reference in some capacity to international,
political, economic, socio-cultural and technological issues, for example
"This Strategic Framework 2006-2011 is the result of careful analysis of our
environment...to remain competitive and successful within a challenging and ever changing
operating environment ” (University P)
"The dynamism of the external environment will be reflected in the evolution of the strategic
process ” (lOT K)
"The importance of understanding the external and internal environments within which our
Institute operates...” (lOT D)

The interview results also highlight an awareness of the external environment as all
informants state that while undertaking the strategic planning process the external
environment was taken into consideration. This is in line with the classical/rational
approach to strategic planning which predominated in the sector. The importance of
environmental scanning was highlighted by one informant who noted that,
"Strategic planning helped people realise that there are huge challenges out there and that
we are not a little island - we are not so unique that we can ignore the outside world and
there was increased recognition that we needed a strategic plan ”
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Six HEIs undertook an explicit IPEST analysis with the remainder undertaking an
informal environmental scan. The results of the interviews suggest that it is important
to pay attention to the external environment but in particular the immediate
environment. There is always a danger when undertaking an IPEST analysis that
time is spent examining elements that have no bearing on an organisation. It is more
prudent to spend energies on the issues which are more likely to affect an
organisation. One informant described the process as ‘looking from inside out and go
as far as you need to go you know without being silly
In the absence of a national strategy for higher education HEIs had to
interpret the environment for themselves and interestingly the ‘‘political’ influence
was the most common external influence taken into account when undertaking the
strategic planning process. The term ‘political’ also relates to higher education
policy. Nine informants from lOTs and five from universities stated that the political
influence was a key element when considering the external environmental impacts.
This was seen as an ‘obvious’ factor for consideration. Political issues noted
included,
‘‘''The need to examine government policy and national policy in relation to education
development and regional development";
"Examination of any impact that HEA, HETAC, FETAC, FORFAS or the OECD might have
on the 11El"
"Examination of the new funding model and strategy document proposed by the HEA
"FORFAS ’"; “Future Skills Needs Reports "; " The Bologna Agreement ”

The second most noted external impact was in relation to 'socio-cultural’
issues. Nine informants (7 lOTs and 2 Universities) stated that "social’ issues were
taken into account, these included: "demographics’; ‘projected student numbers’;
‘low participation rates ’; ‘access issues ’; ‘student enrolment at second level ’;
‘immigration statistics ’; ‘impact from other 3^^ level colleges ’; ‘our role in the
region ’; ‘labour market ’; ‘employability of the students; ‘future needs of the business
sector ’. Few if any HEIs escape the influence of these social impacts.
Economic factors were explicitly noted by four lOTs and four universities.
Most informants were vague on the details simply stating that "economicfactors’ or
the "economic climate’ was taken into account. University O noted that they ‘looked
at different ways of generating resources, tax incentives ’. This is interesting as none
of the HEIs produced a strategic plan which anticipated the dramatic economic
downturn in Ireland at the end of the last decade.
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A total of six HEIs considered international factors. These included issues
such as ‘‘international trends and directions for universities’ and ‘immigration
statistics

The following table illustrates the number of informants who specified

their consideration for elements of the IPEST analysis.

Table 4.5 External factors
External Factors

lOT

University

Total

Political
Social
Economic
International
Technological

9
7
4
4
3

5
2
4
2
1

14 HEIs
9 HEIs
8 HEIs
6 HEIs
4 HEIs

lOTs
lOTs
lOTs
lOTs
lOTs

Universities
Universities
Universities
Universities
University

Figure 4.3 External Factors considered by strategic
planning process

□ International
■ Political
□ Economic
■ Social
■ Technological

All Irish HEIs are aware of the need to eonsider external factors in their strategic
planning processes, and view political influences as the most pressing external
influenee, followed by social and economic factors. The importance of understanding
the external environment and of grounding strategic planning in that context is
essential to the suecess of eaeh HEI. In the absence of a national strategy for higher
education, Irish HEIs have been largely left to interpret the environment for
themselves.

4.1.3.6 Did strategic planning assess the internal capacity of the HEI to achieve its vision?
An examination of the strategic plans showed that all HEIs had reference to
either strengths, weaknesses, opportunities or threats - for example
“To build on existing strengths and initiatives while also responding to new challenges and
opportunities... ” (lOT E)
“Based on extensive consultation and a rigorous appraisal of all the relevant factors external and internal - the Plan is ambitious, but realistic” (University Q)
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All informants cited examples of the internal influences on strategy development.
Only eight informants (5 lOTs and 3 universities) explicitly referred to the process as
a “SWOT” analysis which suggests that in other cases the internal analysis was
carried out in a more informal manner.
While formulating the strategic plan there were many internal factors
considered. The most prominent internal factor considered by the informants was the
issue of 'resources ’ and 'resource implications

Five lOTs and one university noted

that resources were a key factor for consideration when developing the plan. The
issues raised by informants related to: the funding implications for new
infrastructure; fmaneial implieations of running multi-campus’; the need to capitalise
on scale and minimise duplication; the need for the effective use of funds and the
need for additional funds. One informant stated that they considered 'very, very
carefully what the resource implications were going to be ’. Additionally informants
from two lOTs and two universities mentioned the importance of course
development, particularly in relation to post-graduate course development.
Another internal factor for consideration in the strategic planning process was
the issue of 'restructuring’. Two infonnants from lOTs (B,L) and three from
universities (0,P,R) stated that restructuring was considered to be a crucial element
of strategic planning.

HEIs were involved in restructuring of the schools,

departments and research areas. University O was involved in the restructuring of a
research area and as a result amalgamated the research areas from fifty to five. An
informant from University R stated that they had not ehanged in fifty or sixty years.
Four lOTs (K,I,H,L) noted student numbers, participation rates, retention
rates and changing student cohorts as important internal factors to be considered as
part of the strategic planning process. Informant K described how traditionally two
hundred students would have enrolled on a business course; this was seen by the
informant as the 'cash cow’ for the institution. In more recent years the demand for
business has declined with only sixty students enrolled in Year One. The lOT in
question had to adapt and develop courses accordingly. This is the case in many
institutions and with the development of new courses comes the cost of their
development. Informant L also describes the need to develop new courses and the
need for the flexible delivery of these programmes (particularly in relation to lifelong
learning and on-line courses). The informant admits that this is a major challenge.
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mean stuff here is still mostly delivered in a classroom setting with some honourable
exceptions in some areas and even though we talk about lifelong learning and suiting the
learner and the learner being at the centre it’s still a tricky thing to do the way places are
structured”
“/

Four informants from lOTs (K,I,D,N) and one from a university (O) stated
the importance of ‘staffing levels

‘staffing procedures ’ and ‘staff competencies

One example of this is the 'knock on effect of the on-line courses ’ which results in
fewer contact hours for lecturers and therefore issues with contracts. Staffing costs
are a 'major drain ’ on the resource base for the institutions and one informant noted
that they would have
“a very large number of retirees coming up - all at very senior level and that this would
provide a large resources base for additional staffing ”

Two of the informants (D,N) both from lOTs stated that 'staff development
and training’ was critical. This was in relation to strategic planning training needs
analysis or more specifically training in how the goals of the strategic plan should be
implemented going forward.
The remaining issues mentioned in relation to internal factors were
mentioned by only one HEI in each case. The internal factors are summarised in the
table below.

Table 4.6 Internal factors
Internal Factors
Internal communications
Role of the Irish language
Looked at the wishes of the students and
staff
Effective implementation of the plan
Encourage development of cross faculty
programmes

lOT

University
University Q
University Q
University R

lOT J
lOT J

It is very telling that the most common internal factor in the development of
the strategic plan is resources. In fact it is likely that this number falls short of the
true figure considering that fifteen informants noted the main reason for strategic
planning as a legal requirement linked to funding. The issue of restructuring and
student numbers were also significant factors and it is fair to assume that this may be
closely linked to the funding and resource issue. It could be argued therefore that the
explicit emphasis on resources suggests that the plans are realistic rather than
aspirational.
HEIs are under increased financial pressure, particularly in the current
economic climate. HEIs are faced with the challenges of maintaining and developing
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new infrastructure, developing new courses and of running multi-campuses. Many
HEIs are also concerned with 'restructuring’ schools and departments. HEIs are
attempting to optimise the number of schools and departments which would have a
positive knock-on effect on resources. The issue of student numbers, participation
rates and retention rates can also be said to relate to the issue of resources, as the
more students enrolled in institutions, the more funding the HEI attains. A number of
informants also referred to staffing issues and the number of retirees which again is
resource related. Resources and elements relating to resources seem to have a
significant influence on the strategic planning process.
4.1.3.7 Did the strategic planning process help identify how the vision would be achieved?

This section will examine whether the strategic planning process resulted in a
roadmap which would help identify how the vision would be achieved.

As the

classical approach to strategic planning was adopted by every Irish HEI, with a
rational model or varaint of it predominantly used, terminology from the rational
model will be used throughout this section. The hypothesis is that the strategic
planning process should have resulted in goals and objectives that were linked to the
vision, that addressed issues raised in the internal and external analysis and that were
appropriate, realistic and achievable.

The seetion will also explore whether

informants thought the strategic plan subsequently had an impact on day-to-day
decision making, whether it resulted in any major internal changes and whether
strategic planning was integrated with quality assurance processes.
Appropriateness of goals and objectives
Strategic planning in the higher education sector is complex in that a broad
range of interrelated areas (teaching, research, engagement, resources etc) need to be
included in the process and coordinated across disciplines. Institutional goals for
lOTs and Universities are therefore generally broad and cover a multitude of areas.
The relevance of a strategic plan depends to a large extent upon the appropriateness
of the goals and objectives. Goals are high level and long term and can be defined as
a ‘general statement of aim or purpose

Objectives on the other hand are shorter

term, more focused and ‘a more precise aim in line with the goal’ (Johnson and
Scholes 2006). An analysis of the strategic plan documents given in Table 4.6 shows
a summary of categories within which the goals of Irish HEIs are set. It can be seen
from the Table that all goals fall within the legislative mission of Irish HEIs as
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discussed earlier and therefore on paper all eould be eonsidered appropriate at a high
level. The views of informants and the expert review panels were therefore sought to
explore this in more detail.

Table 4.7 Summary of categories of goals
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o

Teaching and Learning
Access for underrepresented groups
Research
Partnerships and strategic alliances
Innovation and technology transfer
Student services
Marketing and promotion
Quality

o
o
o
o
o
o
o

Human resources
Infrastructure
Resources
Community and regional development
International orientation
Governance, management and organisation
Promote the Irish language

Sixteen informants claim to have a strategie plan in whieh the goals and
objectives are appropriate, although the degree of certainty to which they responded
varied.
“The goals were appropriate ”

“I think they were for the time ”

“I think so ”

“Yes, they have to be ”

“ Yes certainly ”

“At that time, yes ”

“ Yes because they stood the test of time ”

“ Yes, absolutely ”

Some of the informants suggested that the goals were appropriate as they
were all encompassing. The goals and objectives were considered appropriate at lOT
C as they were ‘the fresh air or brown bread, all things to all people’. Informant H
felt that the goals ‘stood the test of time ’. They believe that the goals are as relevant
today as when the plan was first drafted ‘In fact, I think the more we go on the more
relevance they seem to take Some of the answers included:
“Absolutely, the one thing 1 can say is that the plan is all inclusive"
“That’s one of the weaknesses on the current plan, it covered nearly everything - but that’s
not necessarily a good thing”.

Porter’s contention however is that organisations should avoid ‘being all
things to all people’ and focus their strategies on differentiation instead (Porter
1985). Five informants noted at a later stage in the interview that the strategic plan
should be ‘more focused’ and a ‘slicker document’. They felt that the strategic plan
should have fewer goals’. There was a belief that the document should be less
complicated, with better clarifieation of goals and objectives. Informant I believed
that the goals and objectives are not realistic and achievable and this is because they
have too many goals,
“/ think we’ve got about five goals in our strategy and maybe it would be really realistic to

see three ’’.
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Another reason noted was that the goals were appropriate as they ehanged
and evolved over time and therefore they were appropriate for the current
environment. Informant T outlined the importance of the goals developing and
changing from plan to plan as the environment changes ‘your planning system

shoulcin’t look identical each time. 1 think then you’d he lazy, things change

An

example given is that ten years ago 'the wider community stuff’ wouldn’t have been
considered in the plan whereas now community engagement is 'more of an issue’.
The informant states that other universities have also taken note of this in their
strategic plan but that the extent to which it is being implemented is questionable.
Two informants (D,N) believe that the goals and objectives were ‘very

ambitious’. The goals and objectives were ambitious because they wanted a plan
that was ‘very forward thinking’. What is noteworthy here is that the informant felt
that the 30-40% of the objectives were not realistic as they were not SMART
objectives. The institutional review panel were not satisfied either that the goals and
objectives were achievable, informant D concurred with this.
On the other hand Interestingly, an analysis of the Report of the institutional
review panel at lOT A showed that the panel believe the goals and objectives of the
institution are realistic and achievable,
"The goals and priorities identified in the current 2008-2013 Strategic Plan... are relevant
and achievable ”.

At least two of the institutional review panels at Universities noted that the Panel
believe two universities to have realistic goals.

Were the goals aligned to the Institution’s mission/vision?
An analysis of the strategic plans of twenty HEIs was undertaken to
determine the level of alignment between the institution’s vision/mission and
strategic goals. An analysis of the strategic plans shows that the institutional mission
of each HEI is outlined at the beginning of the strategic plans.

The mission

statement or strategic intent is followed in fifteen cases by a vision statement but in
all cases by goals and objectives. The criteria used to determine if there was an
alignment between mission and goals was that if an issue was mentioned at all, no
matter how broad, is was considered aligned.
The mission statements incorporate elements such as ‘teaching, learning and

research ’, develop a ‘flexible environment ’ and engage in ‘development work ’. The
vision statements incorporate elements such as ‘teaching’, ‘research’, ‘community’
and 'quality’. The wording of most mission and vision statements is all
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encompassing e.g. each statement covers a broad number of topics. Each of the
institutional goals could be said to be aligned with the mission and vision statements
as they are umbrella statements that fail to eliminate any areas of importance. Words
such as 'development work’ and 'social, cultural and personal development’,
'supportive, inclusive and productive environment ’,

'flexible higher education

opportunities ’, and 'an environment of excellence ’ show the nature of the ambiguity
and broadness of the terms. There are similarities between the mission statements,
vision statements and goals in many of the strategic plans; this is likely to be the
result of similar legislation underpinning each university and lOT.
A number of institutional mission statements, vision statements and
institutional goals are illustrated in Appendix G. Some of the commonalities which
exist between the three of them are also outlined, however it is important to bear in
mind that the mission statements and vision statements are very broad and cover a
multitude of areas. The nature of the all encompassing mission statements means that
it is virtually impossible for a mission statement to not cover each goal. An analysis
of the mission statements and goals showed that there was a very strong alignment
between them. It is arguable however that the mission and vision statements should
however give some sense of prioritisation or emphasis on particular areas, if one
accepts Porter’s arguments that organisation’s should seek to differentiate themselves
(Porter 1985).
An analysis of the reports of the institutional review panels demonstrates that
the panel believed that lOTs have a mission in place that relates directly to their
strategic plan. The reports state,
“The Evaluation Group found that the Institute has a Mission Statement which relates
directly to its Strategic Plan ”

The wording may vary slightly between each report but ultimately says the same
thing i.e. that the external panel is satisfied that the mission statement of each lOT
relates to their strategic plan.
Did the alignment happen by design?
Although many informants believe that there is a clear vision and a clear aim,
five informants (Institutions A,C,J,P,T) believe that all areas of the mission statement
have been translated into goals and four of these suggest that there was an explicit
attempt to do so and one believes that it '"happened by accident’
''Everything in the strategic plan could be logically linked hack to what’s in the mission
statement’’ (lOT C)
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“Direct correlation between the mission and the actual strategy objectives outlined” (lOT J)

Informant A, B and M question the effectiveness to which this was done,
“all of them would have been transferred...how effectively ...is another story because
there... were too many strategies and you couldn’t give effect to all of them... they weren’t
really measurable or achievable because they weren 7 stated clearly enough ”

Institute B admitted that the alignment between strategic goals and the institute’s
mission statement is 'fairly flimsy’. The informant states that the mission statement
and the goals were developed 'completely separately ...there was a complete
disconnect’. The informant questions the importance of an alignment between
mission and strategy and sees them as two things that are not necessarily connected,
“I have this view of mission that it almost has to be timeless venerable and change very little
over time and so where as for me the strategy is very dynamic. So perhaps even in my mind
there’s a disconnect between the two ”

A number of very specific questions were put to informants in an attempt to
gain examples of where an alignment or a misalignment occurs between mission and
strategy. In spite of this only one informant gave an example of where an alignment
occurs. Informant C states that there is a clear alignment in their institution between
mission and strategy and there is proof of this alignment in the results of the EU
Statement Barometer. The EU Statement Barometer is a survey which was
undertaken across the EU with approximately 200,000 students participating
including 5,500 participating in Ireland. Students were asked questions on sixteen
areas. lOT C performed particularly well in seven items, each of which is an area
where they aim to be distinctive through their mission statement e.g. their education
philosophy of ‘active learning’.

lOT C does not have a vision statement in their

strategic plan but took the results of the EU statement Barometer as proof to the
Institution that there is a clear alignment between their mission statement and their
strategy.
Published documentation including the strategic plans and self-evaluation
reports suggest a clear alignment between institutional mission, vision and strategy.
Published documentation needs to be treated with caution as it is written for a
particular audience and may have an agenda. The results of the interviews
acknowledge this, as they highlight deficiencies in the alignment between
institutional mission, vision and goals suggesting therefore a difference between the
‘espoused theory ’ and ‘theory in use ’ (Argyris and Schon 1996).
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Did the goals address issues raised in the internal and external analysis?
Thirteen informants (eight lOTs, five Universities) stated that the goals and
objeetives covered the relevant internal and external factors.
“Yes, there is a good balance between them
“It certainly identified where we were. We did a number of analysis to identify that ('whether
goals and objectives covered relevant internal and external factors^’“All of them I don 7 know. Certainly a lot of things were addressed”.

Two informants (I,J) felt that the goals and objectives did not cover the relevant
internal and external factors. Informant 1 felt that things were not ‘clarified enough ’
in relation to who their target market and access market were. Informant J revealed
that the first strategic plan focused very much on internal factors and ‘internal
processes ’ but that the second plan concentrated more on an "outward focus ’ as they
were ‘better placed to engage with the external environment ’ than previously.

Were the objectives realistic and achievable ?
A total of ten informants (five from lOTs, five from Universities) stated that
the objectives of the strategic plan are realistic and achievable though three of these
admitted that this would not occur within the specified time frame. Two informants
(P,K) highlighted the required commitment and effort needed from staff to render the
goals realistic and achievable,
“I think goals and objectives are achievable, however I do think that it really needs the
commitment to be galvanised across the university and that sense of shared vision really
being adopted by people. I think that's important ”
“They are realistic but you need enthusiastic people to make things happen. That would be I
suppose be the only concern Fd have, hut hopefully we can convince them that it is the only
show in town ”

Seven informants (six lOTs, one University) gave a ‘yes/no’ response to the
question. Three of the informants gave estimations as to what percentage of the goals
and objectives are realistic and achievable which ranged between 15% and 30%.
Did the strategic planning process result in strategic choices?
The goals of a strategic plan in higher education, if it is to meet its legislative
mission, need to be broad and cover at least the areas of teaching, research and
engagement. What is less obvious from an analysis of the strategic plans is how a
HEl prioritises between these goals. One would expect that research for example is
of more importance to the university sector than the Institute of Technology sector
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however this is not evident in the mission/vision statements or strategic plans for
example, or in the processes that led to them.
Although informants noted that the goals and objectives were appropriate and
inclusive, fewer believed them to be realistic and achievable. This is arguably the
most important element. If goals and objectives are not realistic and achievable, then
the strategic plan becomes less relevant. It seems that not enough prioritisation was
undertaken in these cases and not enough strategic choices are being made. Perhaps
an explicit prioritisation phase should be incumbent in a tailor made model for
strategic planning in higher education which may in turn render the goals and
objectives more realistic.
Institutional goals and objectives are considered to be inclusive of issues
raised in the internal and external analysis, covering the relevant internal and external
factors, by a significant number of informants. As institutional goals and objectives
are so broad it is possible that they cover many internal and external factors simply
by default. What is perhaps even more interesting is the process used to make
strategic choices is not well developed. The strategic planning process should make
evidenced-based informed decisions on areas of prioritisation.
Did the strategic planning process impact day to day decision making?
A significant number of informants believe that the strategic plan has an
impact on the day-to-day decision making.

This includes twelve lOTs and five

Universities. The following are some of the initial responses:
"The mantra is that if it’s not in the strategic plan we don 7 do it ”
"We use it to say yes or no to things ”
"Its an informing document - its regularly quoted and rolled out to cover various things ”
"People are actually doing it by default ”
"It has grown in importance and will become more important in the years ahead"
"We refer to it regularly, it’s our guide ”
"Increasing fundamentally ”

The informants highlighted a number of areas where decision making is influenced
by the strategic plan. According to informants, decisions in relation to staffing,
resources, course development and research areas are made in the context of the
strategic plan.
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“If we 're putting on a new program it has to fit in within the remit of the strategic plan the
same with our research, also in terms of our resources we ’re not going to be spending money
that you know we haven’t identified within the strategic plan ” (lOT N)
“It has an impact on finance because we use it to say yes or no to things ” (University O)
“You don 7 get staffing if it’s not in the strategic plan ” (University S)

These findings suggest that the strategic plan is a live document and is guiding
decision making at these institutions.
One informant from a university stated that the impact of the strategic plan
has been limited,
“We need to get to the point where their decision making is fully informed by what strategic
priorities are and that’s not the case at the moment. Again that’s an opportunity (University
P)”

One informant from an lOT (B) also believes that the strategic plan does not have an
impact on day-to-day decision making. The informant stated,
“As of now there’s still a lot that happens especially at executive level that really doesn 7 pay
heed at all that doesn 7 refer to the plan ”

One informant believed that the impact of strategic planning on decision making is
minimal but that it depends on ‘where you are ’ in the organisation. They stated,
“7 think it’s possible for people to be a head of school and a head offunction and you know
they haven 7 looked at this (the strategic plan) in a long time. Now if you ’re doing other
things if you 're working in research and you 're writing proposals for SIF projects you ’re
looking at it every day’ ’’

Although the informants did not give very specific examples of occasions where
strategic planning influences decision making, it is clear from n=17 responses that
the strategic planning process does have some impact.
Did the strategic plan result in internal changes?
All informants, with the exception of one, noted that internal changes had
taken place as a result of the strategic planning process. The most common internal
change (noted by ten informants) was in relation to 'internal restructuring’. These
changes included: a change of school structure; a new academic strategy committee;
a new strategic planning steering group; appointment of a director of research;
appointment of a marketing and communications manager; appointment of additional
Heads of Departments. Two informants noted that there was increased staff
engagement and involvement as well as improved morale,
“Personally I’d have said there’s a feeling within a large number of staff to be more
engaged, morale is better. They can see what they wanted to get done and we’ve done it and
they feel the better of that ’’.
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Two informants stated that ‘modularisation’ took place as a result of the strategic
planning process, ‘Modularisation...was set out as number one priority and there’s

been a huge amount of activity in that area ’.

There were many other examples

provided of major internal changes that occurred as a result of the strategic planning
process. These have been categorised and summarised in Table 4.7. These internal
changes were noted by one informant in each instance.

Table 4.7 Internal impacts
Students
“Student experience is now
more central ”
“Rate
of
course
development
has
improved"
“Online learning resources
for
students
has
progressed”
“Development of post
graduate
and
undergraduate
modules,
more research intensive;
rebranding ”

Staff
“A lot of change in the
executive which has made a
difference in the research
area and which helped with
collaboration ”
“Communications
have
been revolutionised”
“Working groups were set
up to look at issues and
these
groups provided
feedback on issues ”
“The general discussion
and awareness is different ”
“Establishment of a sub
committee on academic
council for teaching and
learning ”
“Huge engagement in terms
of new course development ”
“People
have
started
prioritising what they want
to get done, in line with the
plan”
“Growth in work-based
learning programme ”
“Changes in IT”

Other
o

o
o

“Measuring performance ”
“More resource efficient;
more flexible ”
“Radical rethink at the
moment as to how we can
reconfigure
the
organisation to deliver the
things that are stated
there ”

The spectrum of the internal changes that have resulted from the strategic planning
process is wide and varied. It is difficult to assess whether that some of these changes
would have taken place without a strategic planning process but perhaps the strategic
planning amplified them.
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4.2 How was strategic planning undertaken?

This section investigates how strategic planning was undertaken in terms of
process design, timeframes, resources invested and the involvement of stakeholders.
4.2.1 Who led the strategic planning process?

In all institutions the strategic planning process was led by a variety of
personnel in senior or middle management positions (Table 4.8). One third of
institutions created a full-time position, a ‘Head of Institutional Strategic Planning’,
who was responsible for the process while working in conjunction with management,
staff and other stakeholders. This person had the responsibility of developing the
planning framework and for monitoring the implementation of the plan.

In the

remaining institutions other senior or middle managers were assigned responsibility
for the process on a part-time basis. In four institutions the process was led by the
President.

In eight institutions it was led by a Vice-President/senior manager

whereas in four other Institutions responsibility for leading the strategic planning
process was assigned to Heads of Department (middle management).
Despite the fact that both the university and institute of technology sectors are
relatively homogenous (within themselves), there is little consistency of approach
apparent here.

It may be possible that decisions were influenced by individual

skillsets and workloads as opposed to an evaluation of where the position best fit in
the organisational structure. It is noteworthy also that nearly three quarters of the
institutions did not employ somebody with specific expertise in this area but rather
gave the task to an existing member of staff.

Table 4.8 Responsibility for strategic planning
Role

Total

Dedicated Head of Strategic Planning
President
Middle Management
Senior Management

6
3
4
6

Institutions with a dedicated Head of Strategic Planning

In these Institutions, the purpose of the ‘Head of Strategic Planning’ position
was to lead the strategic planning process while working in conjunction with
management and staff and other stakeholders. The strategic planning process was to
be their priority within the institution. According to informants, four lOTs (B,E,F,L)
employed a ‘Head of Strategic Planning’. The four lOTs in question are located in or
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near large urban centres. lOT B, F and L have between 6,000-10,000 registered
students and the fourth institution has 14,091 registered students. These lOTs are the
largest in terms of student numbers and perhaps this had a bearing upon the
employability of a Head of Strategic Planning as the position may be more
financially viable.
Informants suggested that they each had responsibility for leading the
strategic planning process and developing the framework for the strategic plan.
Informant F said that strategic planning is given an ‘executive function ’ at the
institution ^as opposed to a link into the office of President

There is no reference to

this in the strategic plan. The informants did not provide any significant details on
the reporting line for the strategic planning process which may have provided a
greater insight into the perceived importance of strategic planning. With hindsight
this should have been explored more at interviews.
Four universities (P,R,T,Q) employed a Head of Strategic Planning to act as
the "architect ’ of the plan. Two of these universities are the two largest in Ireland in
terms of student numbers.
Institutions without a dedicated Head of Strategic Planning
In other Institutions, where there was no specific person employed to
undertake strategic planning, other members of the institution were given the task of
leading the process as part of the role they held. Two Presidents from lOTs and one
President from a university led the strategic planning process. At four lOTs the
responsibility for leading the process was given to Heads of Development. A VicePresident of Finance and a Vice-Provost led the process at two universities. At three
lOTs, responsibility for leading the strategic planning process was assigned to Heads
of Department (HoD). These HoDs worked in the areas of Science and Computing,
Business, and Teaching and Learning.
One of the strategic plans suggested that there is a definite correlation
between the assignment of a Head of Strategic Planning and a commitment to the
importance of strategic planning,
“The establishment of a Strategic Planning Office clearly demonstrates the importance
which is attached to the exercise both internally and externally” (lOT F)

This may be also true for the other six HEIs that employed a Head of Strategic
Planning. With this in mind it is noteworthy that fourteen HEIs did not employ
somebody with specific expertise in this area but rather gave the task to the
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President, Head of Development, Head of Department, etc. Perhaps this shows that
they considered the process so important that the most senior person led the process
or otherwise it could be perceived as a lack of commitment to the strategic planning
process. It seems possible that there is a degree of correlation between the size of the
institution and the establishment of a dedicated position as the majority of the larger
HEIs established a dedicated position to strategic planning.
Table 4.9 Responsibility for strategic planning
compared to numbers of staff and students
Institution
No. of full-time No. of Students
and
part-time (FT and PT)
academic staff

Role

Head
of
Planning

Strategic

President

Head of Department

Head of Development

Vice-President
Finance
Vice-Provost

of

lOTB
lOTF
lOT L
lOT E
University P
University R
University 1
University Q
lOTC
lOT J
lOT M
IOTA
lOT I
lOT D
lOT K
lOT H
lOTN
lOTG
University 0

955.07
963.76
669.43
2051.30
1823.25
2087.54
910.10
1598.65
507.56
355.28
356.23
342.9
522.36
470.0
504.28
217.55
205.99
351.71
1065.20

9149
7,743
6,364
14,091
17,006
23,655
9,995
16,087
4,809
2,986
3.905
2,572
4,528
4,058
4,571
2,102
2,182
4,282
10,767

University S

1802.30

16,173

The figures for staff numbers used in this table were provided by the HEA
and relate to 2009 numbers employed in the sector . The figures represent
Full Time Equivalent academic and non academic staff as funded by the exchequer.
Research staff and staff funded from other sources are not included for either
sector. As such a direct comparison is difficult to make, however the figures are
indicative of the scale of each Institution, when viewed with student numbers.
4.2.2 What stakeholders were involved in the development of the strategic plan?

Not only does strategic planning assist in providing agreed objectives for an
organisation but it also has a psychologieal role. The importance of strategic
planning in making stakeholders feel involved is highlighted by Johnson (Johnson et
uAvw.hea.ie (accessed 2P‘ January 2011)
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al. 2005). Spom (2003) argues that acceptance of change is only possible where
stakeholders feel a sense of involvement in the activities that cause the change.
Strategic planning helps to create a sense of ‘cmnership of the strategy’’ particularly
for those involved in the process. Strategic planning may also provide a ‘sense of
security ’ for stakeholders as they feel they are taking control over the ‘future ’ and the
‘destiny’ of the Institution. Kippenberger (1998) states that,
‘‘the important thing in an organisation is that there is a shared perspective where
individuals are united by common thinking and behaviour"

To that end, staff, students, industry, unions, community and external consultants are
some of the groups that may be consulted in a Higher Education Institution.
4.2.2.1 How were staff involved in the process?

An analysis of the strategic plans indicates that Irish HEIs have been very
active in inviting staff to become involved in the strategic planning process. Thirteen
lOT strategic plans refer to staff engagement in the strategic planning process,
‘‘This original plan was created and implemented through the involvement and commitment
of a wide range of Institute staff across all academic and administrative departments ”
‘‘Following extensive consultation with the staff... we have developed this Strategic Plan”
‘‘The content of this plan is the result of a year-long process which has involved...an
institute-wide consultation process with staff’

A total of five university strategic plans referred to staff engagement. The following
are some quotations from the strategic plans:

‘‘The plan has been formed through a detailed planning process within Faculties, specific
task forces, focus groups and dialogues involving a cross-section of the university
community ",
‘‘‘This Strategic Framework 2006-2011 is the result of careful analysis of our environment,
much thought and extensive discussion with a wide range of stakeholders ",
‘‘The development of the plan has been informed by wide consultation and draws upon
significant input from both internal and external sources. 1 look forward, with pleasure, to
working with students, staff, faculty and other stakeholders to implement the plan ".

Two of the strategic plans (university T and lOT H) do not refer to staff engagement
in the strategic planning process.
An analysis of the Self-Evaluation Reports from Institutional Reviews
demonstrates staff involvement in the strategic planning process. Although the SelfEvaluation Report is not necessarily a forum for outlining the strategic planning
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process used and the nature of staff involvement, five of the six lOTs referred to the
nature of staff involvement in the strategic planning process.
"The process in generating the Strategic Plan afforded staff the opportunity to work together
and think about the future direction of the Institute and thereby take ownership for delivering
on the plan ”,
"The Institute produced its...strategic plan in 2002 after a period of consultation with staff",
"... strategic planning process is a structured consultative one involving management and
staff’.

The Expert Panel Reports from three lOT Institutional Reviews also commended
Institutions (A,B,D) on the level of staff engagement,
"There was significant staff engagement with the Institutional Review process which was
undertaken over an 18 month period and where possible, this preparation for Institutional
Review had been integrated with other work and this is commendable ”

In the case of Institute J it was recommended that there should be,
"Greater involvement in and ownership of the strategic planning process amongst the staff of
the Institute ”

The lUQB University Institutional Review Reports (from six universities) were
analysed to assess any reference to staff consultation. It was noted that only two of
the reports made reference to staff engagement in the strategic planning process. The
review report from University T acknowledged that a 'very inclusive process was
used’ during the strategic planning process and also that ‘there is a high level of
ownership among the university community!’. The review report from University O
acknowledged the significant level of staff engagement in the strategic planning
process, ‘the President has met with each department to source input to the strategic
plan ’. Specifics are not provided on the level or on the nature of consultation.
The results of the interviews showed that n=19 HEIs involved staff in the
strategic planning process. However, informant Q stated that their university did not
involve staff in the strategic planning process,
"Staff in general were not involved. They had no direct involvement. The consultants did a
survey with staff on their ‘attitudes’ to different aspects of the university... but this was not
directly related to strategic planning ’’

Informants outlined the nature of staff involvement in the strategic planning process.
Staff were involved in different ways e.g. through interviews, focus groups and
workshops, meetings, presentations, questionnaires and information days. Staff were
provided with draft copies of the plan and were encouraged to provide feedback.
Table 4.10 outlines the nature and level of staff involvement as noted by
informants and as specified in the strategic plans. There is variation between the
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results with only eight lOT strategic plans and four university strategic plans
referring to the nature of staff involvement. The number of informants who noted
that there was a Strategic Planning Group (SPG) included seven lOTs and one
university, whereas strategic plans noted that four universities and five lOTs had a
SPG. According to the informants, eight lOTs and three universities involved staff in
meetings but if there was an SPG at each HEI then this number may have been more
substantial. Informants noted that seven lOTs and one university involved staff in
focus groups and workshops, only four lOT strategic plans refer to this fact. Six
lOTs and two universities noted that staff were asked and encouraged to provide
feedback. There is a diverse range of methods used to engage staff. Some methods
are more effective than others and therefore due consideration should be given to the
selection of the methods used. It is important to bear in mind that staff may have had
further involvement in the strategic planning process but the informants and strategic
plans may have failed to mention it.
It is noteworthy that separate structures were created in all HEIs carr>ang out
the strategic planning process. Perhaps the strategic planning process could have
been integrated, or ‘baked into’, into normal operations such as with existing
management meetings, academic council meetings and governing body meetings.
One example of where this could occur is for the academic council to obtain
academic staff feedback rather than establishing an additional Steering Group to do
so.

Table 4.10 Level and nature of staff involvement
Type of involvement

Interview
Results

Analysis
of
Strategic Plans

Analysis
of
Institutional
Reviews (I.R.)

Special meetings

8 lOTs
3 Universities

4 lOTs
1 University

3 lOTs

Total
involvement
(according to
informants)
11

SPG

7 lOTs
1 University

5 lOTs
4 Universities

1 lOT

8

7 lOTs
1 University

4 lOTs
1 University

1 lOT (workshop
and seminar)

8

Documentation
provided for feedback

6IOTs
2 Universities

3 lOTs

1 lOT

8

Questionnaire

3 lOTs
2 Universities

3
lOTsl
University

5

Presentations

4 lOTs
1 University

1 lOT

5

Staff information days

3 lOT

Focus
groups
Workshops

and

3
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7'ype of involvement

Interview
Results

Analysis
of
Strategic Plans

Interviews

1 lOT
1 University

1 lOT

Analysis
of
Institutional
Reviews (I.R.)

Total
involvement
(according to
informants)
2

The interviews showed that six lOTs and two universities referred direetly to the
number or percentage of staff engagement. Again this varied significantly between
the institutions. Table 4.11 shows the number or percentage of staff involved in the
strategic planning process. There appears to be a wide variation in the level of staff
involvement in the strategic planning process e.g. from 12% to 85%. It is noteworthy
that all HEIs included some form of staff engagement and also that HEIs captured
these data, as it signals that this is an important metric for them. Where the planning
process was supported by the Strategic Innovation Fund (SIF) grants or projects, staff
participation was recorded because it counted as part of the matching funds required
from the institutes e.g. ESTIP project, however, no informant referred to this directly.

Table 4.11 Level of staff involvement
HEl
Institute A
Institute F
Institute D
Institute L
Institute G
Institute H
University O
University T

Level of involvement

Percentage involved

40 staff on core group (342.9 staff employed)
200 staff involved (963.76 staff employed)
100 staff involved (470.0 staff employed)

12%
21%
21%
15%
85%

100 staff involved (669.43 staff employed)
85% staff involved (351.71 staff employed)
85% staff involved (217.55 staff employed)
25 people involved but only 3-4 actively involved
(1,065.20 staff employed)
18-20% involved (910.10 staff employed)

85%
2.3%
18%-20%

As part of the interview, informants were asked a general question about what they
felt ‘went well’ as part of the strategic planning process. The most common response
from informants was in relation to ‘staff involvement ’ and ‘staff engagement ’ in the
strategic planning process. Thirteen HEIs felt that a good consultative process was
used, ‘participation of academic staff was good’. They believe that staff felt

‘motivated’ and ‘involved’ and that the widespread consultation led to 'a sense of
inclusiveness ’. There was ‘a kind of a team approach ’. Staff opinions were
considered ‘staff ideas and voices were heard’, leading to a greater interest in the
strategic planning process and consequently a sense of ownership and a sense of
responsibility over the plan. There was a feeling that staff ‘got a document that

everyone signed up to ’. The informants stated that ‘strategic planning is fairly widely
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accepted’. The informants acknowledged that the ‘bottom-up approach’ employed
worked better that a ‘‘top-down’ approach (Johnson et al. 2005). Nevertheless eight
informants felt that staff involvement was weak and that the engagement of staff in
the strategic planning process should have been more widespread in order to create a
real sense of ownership of the plan.
The level of staff involvement and interest in the strategic planning process
varied between institutions with two lOTs (K and I) and two universities (P and T)
feeling that the level of staff involvement, input and feedback was 'disappointing’
and 'limited’, 'consultation with college staff at that time would have been limited’;
‘there has been fairly widespread consultation yet I think more needs to be done ’.
Although staff were invited to participate in the strategic planning process
what is more difficult to ascertain is the level of individual commitment to the
process. Senge (1990) describes seven levels of staff commitment ranging from those
who are extremely committed to the process to those who feel a sense of apathy to
the process. The seven levels of commitment are outlined in below:

1. Commitment - “Wants it, will make it happen’’ “will give whatever it takes’’
2. Enrolment - “Wants it and will offer whatever it takes within the spirit of the
law ’’
3. Genuine Compliance - “Does what’s expected and more ’’
4. Formal Compliance - “Does only what’s expected’’
5. Grudging Compliance - “Does enough of what’s expected because he has
to’’
6. Non-compliance - “Does not see the benefits, will not do what’s expected’’
7. Apathy “Has no interest, no energy” (Senge 1990)
-

It was not possible to gain an accurate insight into the level of commitment to the
process from the interview results but it is important to bear Senge’s theory of
commitment in mind. Although there was a high level of staff involvement during
the strategic planning process at institutions this is not necessarily reflective of the
level of staff commitment to the process.
Shared goals, objectives and vision
Mintzberg (2000) states that the most common pitfall of planning concerns
loyalty and dedication to the process. Management and staff commitment is one of
the most crucial elements if a strategic plan is to succeed. Although it is difficult to
engage all staff members in the strategic planning process, there should be at least a
critical mass of staff involvement in the process. The continual reinforcement of the
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Strategic plan once developed would assist staff in remaining committed to the
vision, goals and objectives. Eleven informants believe that the goals, objectives and
vision are shared by the management and staff of their organisation. This includes
nine lOTs and two universities.

Most informants believe that this came about

because of the intensive consultative process used. Informant N stated that they
believe the goals, objectives and vision are shared by the management of their
organisation but that 'staff might not feel the same ’.
Informants E and S were not sure if the goals, objectives and vision were
shared by management and staff and therefore gave a ‘yes/no’ answer. Coincidently
the reasons given by the informants were similar. One informant stated that there is
shared vision at senior management and middle management level but that there isn’t
ownership on the ground. The second informant stated that there is a shared vision
amongst management but that there is a level of c>micism by the staff on the ground.
Preedy (1997) discuses this issue and stresses that the vision of one person or a small
group of people can not be transferred to all staff The vision has to be developed by
all staff in order for it to penetrate into the organisation.
It is a little concerning that five HEIs fall into either the ‘yes/no’ category or
the ‘don’t know’ category. Informant E believes that a lot of staff would say ‘yes’ if
asked the question. However the informant was reluctant to give a ‘yes’ answer as
they had recently heard a member of staff ask if there was a strategic plan in place
within the institution. Although informant M was ‘not sure’ if the goals, objectives
and vision are shared by management and staff the Report of the External Panel
suggests that it is shared,
“Overall planning goals and objectives are well expressed in the documentation and staff
throughout the institution subscribe to these ”

Although it is not possible to triangulate the results to any great extent, it is certainly
an issue that the informants, a large proportion of whom led the strategic planning
process, believe that the goals, objectives and vision are not shared by management
and staff. Mintzberg (2000) argues that in order for strategic planning to be effective
stakeholders including management and staff should be motivated to have ‘a sense of
common destiny’. Mintzberg (2000) believes therefore that shared goals, objectives
and vision are essential in strategic planning. There are difficulties in rendering
Mintzbergs sense of common destiny a reality in the higher education sector in that
academics primary loyalty is to their discipline and not to the HEI (Henkel 2004).
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An examination of the appropriate involvement of staff and other
stakeholders, and how best to engage them, is put forward as a key recommendation
for future research. Such a study would be cognisant of the distinctive culture of the
higher education sector.
4.2.2.2 How were students involved?

The student voice is a strong feature of quality assurance frameworks and in
Ireland student representation on statutory academic councils and governing bodies
is the norm. The Irish HEIs take cognisance of student involvement as informants
noted that eleven lOTs and four universities (n=15) involved students in the strategic
planning process. Three HEIs involved students through the governing body or
strategic planning committee, two lOTs involved students in focus groups and
workshops and one university surveyed 1,000 students. Informants did not provide
any further details on student involvement and one informant seemed very uncertain
about the level of involvement,
“they (students) were (involved) at some stage. Fm trying to think of the mechanism of how
they were hut they were at some stage... ”

Informant M and informant S were not sure if students were involved in the strategic
planning process,
“There is student representation certainly in terms of on the principal committees of the
college like the students union actually, their president has a seat on these committees so
they have input. I don’t know is the short answer but yea I’m pretty sure they would have ”,
“They would have been involved probably the officers of the students union and I can’t
remember the detail of that, I 'm not sure but I think they were ”

According to informants A, C and Q students were not involved in the strategic
planning process.
An analysis of the strategic plans indicates a similar level of student
involvement in the strategic planning process. Twelve strategic plans refer to student
involvement, this includes eight lOT strategic plans and four university strategic
plans, yet only six HEIs refer to the nature of involvement. Students were involved in
the SPG (lOT B,1,N) as well as in focus groups/workshops (lOT B,J,N),
questionnaires (lOT B, University Q) and meetings (lOT J). Institute A is one of the
institutions where the strategic plan does not reflect student involvement and this is
also noted by the informant.
An analysis of lOT and University Institutional Review Reports was carried
out in an attempt to further triangulate results. An analysis of the six Institutional
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Reviews demonstrates that four lOTs refer to student involvement in the strategic
planning process and two Institutional Review Reports did not refer to student
involvement. At Institute A, students are represented on the Governing Body are
therefore involved in the strategic planning process. At Institute D students were
involved in the scenario planning process,
"a significant number of stajf, students and representatives of external stakeholders were
directly involved in this scenario planning process ”

Although students were involved in the strategic planning process at lOT J
the panel stated that it would have been appropriate for students to be involved at a
higher level of governance. An analysis of the six University Institutional Review
Reports shows that there was no reference to student involvement in the strategic
planning process. Although there is correlation between the interview results and the
strategic plans, there is only limited correlation with the Institutional Reviews. It is
not clear why the Institutional Review reports had such limited reference to student
involvement.
Many HEIs involve students in strategic planning processes but the nature
and level of student involvement is debatable as informants, strategic plans and
Institutional Review Reports were vague on the nature of involvement. It is also
important to bear in mind that some students may be involved in the strategic
planning process by default as they sit on the Governing Bodies and Academic
Council. This level of involvement is in contrast to student involvement by special
invitation whereby a deliberate decision is taken to seek student feedback as part of
the strategic planning process. An examination into the nature and level of student
involvement in the strategic planning process is recommended in Chapter Six as an
area for further research.

Table 4.12 Level and nature of student involvement
Type of involvement

Interview
Results

SPG / Member of governing
body

2IOT
1 university

Focus groups and
Workshops
Student information sessions
Meetings (with Students
union)
Questionnaire

3 lOT
2 lOT
1 university
1 university

Analysis of
Strategic
Plans
3 lOTs

Analysis
of I.R.
2 lOT

Total
(according
informants)
3

3IOTs

1 lOT

3

1 lOT

1 lOT

2
1

1 lOT
1 University

1 lOT

1
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Analysis
of I.R.

1 lOT

Total
(according
informants)
1

Presentations

0

Interviews

0

to

4.2.2.3 How were industry stakeholders involved?
The involvement of industry in the strategic planning process does not seem
to have been as important as the involvement of staff and students. A total of ten
informants from lOTs and one informant from a university stated that industr>' was
involved in the strategic planning process. The nature of the involvement was
outlined by seven of the eleven HEIs. Industry was involved through workshops,
focus groups, presentations, meetings, representation on the governing body and by
providing feedback. The remaining lOTs noted that they had ‘representatives from
local industry’.

Some of the organisations mentioned

included:

Industrial

Development Agency (IDA), Enterprise Ireland, Small and Medium Enterprises
(SME’s), Shannon Development, Vocational Education Authority (VEC), Irish
Business and Employers Confederation (IBEC), as well as industry representative
groups such as the construction industry and the medical device industry. Perhaps a
greater number of HEIs have other ways of getting industry feedback but this was
not outlined by any of the remaining informants. Four informants from lOTs and
four informants from universities stated that industry was not involved.

Figure 4.4 Industry involvement in the
strategic planning process

By comparison, only four of the lOT strategic plans refer directly to industry
involvement and only one of these provides details on the nature of the involvement.
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lOT B involved industry through the distribution of a survey and through a
workshop. Industry stakeholders were also involved in the feedback sessions. lOT N
notes the names of the organisations from industry that were involved in the
development of the strategic plan and these include Digital Media Forum, eBay,
IONA Technologies and RTF. Three lOTs refer to

‘external stakeholder

involvement ’ but do not specify who the stakeholders were.
Only one of the university strategic plans (University Q) refers to industry
involvement but it does not give details as to how industry was involved. Three other
strategic plans (0,P,R) refer to the involvement of ‘a wide range of stakeholders’,
therefore it is possible that industry was consulted. Two of the strategic plans (S,T)
do not make any specific reference to external stakeholder involvement.
An analysis of the six Institutional Reviews indicates that three lOTs make a
direct reference to the involvement of industry and one makes an indirect reference.
Institute A, B and D refer directly to industry involvement. At Institute A and B
‘involvement of external stakeholders occurs at all levels of activity’ and people
from industry are on the governing body. Institute B have also appointed an
‘industrial liaison advisory officer’ to formalise feedback from industry. Industry
involvement at Institutes A and B appears to be a general involvement rather than an
involvement relating specifically to strategic planning. At Institute D representatives
from industry were involved in the scenario planning exercise e.g. IDA, IBEC.
Institute J mentions that ‘external stakeholders’ were involved but does not specify
who the external stakeholders were. An analysis of the six University Institutional
Review Reports shows that there was no reference to industry involvement in the
strategic planning process.
It could be argued that if industry feedback is captured effectively as part of
ongoing operations then there is no need to seek it out explicitly as part of the
strategic planning process.

Table 4.13 Level and nature of industry involvement
Type of involvement

Interview
Results

Focus group and Workshops
Presentations
Documentation provided for
feedback
Industry representatives on the
governing body
Meetings

2 lOT
2 lOT
2 lOT

Analysis
Strategic
Plans
1 lOT

of

Analysis
of
Institutional
Reviews
I lOT

Total

1 lOT

1

1 lOT

1 lOT
1 lOT

2
2
2

1
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Results

Analysis
Strategic
Plans
1 lOT
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Interviews
Information sessions
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of

Analysis
of
Institutional
Reviews

Total

0
0
0

4.2.2.4 How were Staff Unions involved?
By international standards, Ireland has a unionised academic workforce with
two main unions representing academic staff (the Teachers Union of Ireland and the
Irish Federation of University Lecturers). These unions can be a strong force in
change initiatives, certainly by international standards, and are therefore an important
stakeholder. Through various social partnership agreements and national legislation,
processes exist whereby unions have to be formally consulted on change initiatives
by management. Twelve informants noted that unions were involved in the strategic
planning process. These consisted of ten lOTs and two universities. The informants
were vague on the involvement of unions in the strategic planning process. lOT B
stated that the union was involved in a 'workshop day’ and lOT C stated that they
had representatives from each of the four unions involved. No other informant gave
specifics on the involvement. Two lOTs (L, M) and two universities (Q, T) did not
involve unions. Informant T asked the Head of SIPTU for an official meeting but
they got no response. Interestingly another informant stated that they didn’t involve
the unions because it would put them in a very vulnerable position,
"‘We were reluctant to engage at that level because it may open up too much e.g. we may he
leaving ourselves open! ”

An analysis of the strategic plans showed that unions were involved in the strategic
planning process in four lOTs (A,C,E,F). This was also noted by the informants. The
strategic plans do not provide details on the nature of involvement although lOT B
noted in their strategic plan that unions were involved through a workshop day. This
was also reflected by the informant. The university strategic plans did not mention
union involvement but three of these did refer to ‘stakeholder involvement
An analysis of the Institutional Reviews shows that only lOT A made a direct
reference to union involvement which took place through membership of the
governing body. It is important to note that when a staff union officer assumes office,
they are required to represent all members so it is not entirely accurate to assume that
‘unions’ had involvement in the strategic planning process. The level of union
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involvement overall was quite limited. There was no reference to union involvement
in the strategic planning process in the University Institutional Review Reports.

Table 4.14 Level and nature of union involvement
Type of
involvement

Interview
Results

SCG / Industry
representatives on
the governing body
Meetings
Focus group and
Workshops
Questionnaire
Presentations
Interviews
Information sessions
Documentation
provided for
feedback

1 lOT

1 lOT

Analysis
Strategic
Plans

of Total
of Analysis
(according
Institutional
to
Reviews
1 lOT

1 lOT

informants)
1 lOT

1 lOT

4.2.2.5 How were Community stakeholders involved?

Community involvement is not widespread in the strategic planning process.
Results of the interviews showed that seven lOTs (C,F,J,N,I,G,K) and three
universities (S,R,T) involved community in the strategic planning process. Four of
these informants provided details about the nature of community involvement.
Informant C stated that members of the community were invited to attend ‘two
external stakeholder sessions

Informant N stated that members of the community

were consulted and some were interviewed. Informant S stated that they have a
‘community liaison officer’ and that representatives from the external community are
on the board. Institute J noted that there was community involvement in the scenario
planning exercises.
An analysis of the strategic plans indicated that no lOT and no university
refers directly to ‘community’ involvement. An analysis of the Institutional Reviews
also highlights a lack of reference to community involvement although four
Institutional Reviews do refer to ‘external stakeholder involvement ’. An analysis of
the six University Institutional Review Reports shows no reference to community
involvement in the strategic planning process.
The recent publication of the National Strategy for Higher Education
highlights the importance of ‘engagement with wider society ’,
"Higher education institutions need to deepen the quality and intensity of their relationships
with the communities and regions they serve... Put in place structures and procedures that
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welcome and encourage the involvement of the wider community in a range of activities,
including programme design and revision ”

In that respect, HEIs may need to take more explicit notice of community
stakeholders in their planning going forward.

Table 4.15 Level and nature of community involvement
Type of involvement

Interview
Results

Focus group and Workshops
SCG / Industry
representatives on the
governing body
Meetings
Interviews
Questionnaire

2 lOT
1 University

Total
(according to
informants)
2 lOTs
1 University

1 lOT
1 lOT

1 lOT
HOT

Analysis of
Strategic
Plans

Analysis
of
Institutional
Reviews

Presentations
Information sessions
Documentation
4.2.3 What time and financial resources were allocated to the process?

An investigation of the time and financial resources allocated to strategic
planning was undertaken in an attempt to gauge the level of importance associated
with strategic planning. James (2000) carried out a study on Australian Universities
in order to assess ways that universities can enhance the management of knowledge.
James argues that the strategic planning process is as important as the plan itself as it
helps people to think strategically. It is recognised that much work, including data
gathering, needs to be done in that timeframe e.g. data on social trends, legal issues,
political information, demographic trends, local and industry perspectives. James
contends that a strategic planning process should have a short turn around time as
spending too long at a process could render it outdated or even obsolete. A time fame
of approximately twelve months is suggested as appropriate.
Five lOTs and four universities completed the strategic planning process in
twelve months or less. One of these lOTs only took 3-4 months to complete the
process but the informant argues that more could have been achieved had they spent
longer on the process. One of the universities that spent nine months formulating the
plan actually took longer than anticipated. One informant stated that the institution at
which they work completed the strategic planning process within six months. They
believe that this is an adequate time frame for any institution to complete their
strategic planning process. Informant T mentioned that one of their linked colleges
spent two years on their planning process and they felt that this was far too long.
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''One of our linked colleges said their planning process took them two years, and I tried not
to laugh ”

Five lOTs and one university spent 13-18 months on the proeess. No university spent
longer than eighteen months developing their strategie plan whereas three lOTs did.
Informant F did not answer the question as they had some diffieulty with it.
The informant stated,
"I have a problem with (the question) if I can put it that way because it bounds both the
commencement time and the cessation time of the strategic planning process ... But to define
strategic planning as part of that cycle to my mind is an entire underestimation of the
importance of strategic planning and of what strategic planning actually does ”

Overall the time dedicated to strategic planning was quite substantial given that n=8
institutions spent more than twelve months on the strategic planning process (Figures
4.3 and 4.4). This may suggest that HEIs view strategic planning as a worthwhile
endeavour or it may suggest that HEIs spend such a lengthy period of time on
strategic planning because it is seen as peripheral and something that is put on hold
and delayed.
Figure 4.5Time spent on the strategic planning process
by lOTs

■ 1 to 6 months
■ 7 to 12 months
□ 13 to 18 months
■ 19 to 24 months
■ Don't know

Figure 4.6Time spent on the strategic planning
process by Universities

□ 1 to 6 months
■ 7to 12
months
□ 13 to 18
months
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The strategic planning process, in the majority of institutions (n=18), was not
undertaken using a separate or specific budget.

Instead, the strategic planning

process was seen as part of everyday expenditure. T>T3ical costs involved with a
process include meetings, time away from the day job, hospitality and printing.
Some informants stated that the resources provided were ‘limited’ but that the cost
involved was ‘very small’. Four informants made specific reference to the fact that
many staff members gave up their own time to assist with the strategic planning
process and that this is something for which they would not be remunerated. There is
an opportunity cost associated with this as staff are taken away from their core duties
of teaching and research.
4.2.4 How was the plan implemented?

This section examines the methods employed to implement a strategic plan as
well as the techniques used to monitor and evaluate the success of a strategic plan.
The actual implementation of the plan (including topics such as strategic
management and change management) is largely beyond the scope of the study,
however it was explored briefly here.
Responsibility for implementation of specific goals and objectives should be
assigned to individuals. If responsibility for implementation is not clearly assigned, it
is unlikely that the goals and objectives will be implemented in full as there is a lack
of ownership. It is significant therefore that only three lOT strategic plans (C,D,M)
have outlined individual responsibility for each goal and objective. No university
strategic plan has outlined responsibility. It is possible that the remaining HEIs have
internal systems where responsibility is assigned as suggested by a number of
informants, but that it is not outlined in the strategic plan.
Fifteen informants agree that responsibility for implementation of the
strategic plan is clearly assigned (one of these stated that it is not clear in the
published document but that it is clear internally). Eight HEIs suggested that ‘an
action plan highlights milestones and objectives ’ and that ‘a person is assigned to
each’, therefore making it very clear who is responsible for each objective. One
informant stated that a strategic planning steering group oversees the implementation
phase. It was also mentioned that as ‘individual plans support the major plan you
actually have individual responsibilities ’. Two informants spoke in relation to the
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new strategic plans that are being drafted and stated that it will be very clear in the
new plans who will have responsibility for implementation. One informant said,
‘‘it rests with the University to implement the plan hiP ownership of the college strategy is
very firmly with the Vice-Provost ”

Three lOTs noted that it is not clear who has responsibility for implementing the
plan. They recognise that it needs to be better clarified in the next strategic plan.
“its not as ifyou’d a table there with objectives and then column two is responsibility, that’s
a weakness...we need to be tighter next time out...It will be definitely consideredfor the next
plan”

One of the informants noted that although the chief executive, Heads of
Department’s and Heads of Schools are given responsibility for particular tasks,
these tasks are not linked to strategy nor is any form of measurement or evaluation
used.
One informant gave a ‘yes/no’ answer in stating that it is clear which
department has responsibility for each goal but no individual is assigned
responsibility and therefore there is no real sense of accountability. The next strategic
plan will see ownership of goals and objectives being linked to specific individuals,
“introducing the concept of ownership and accountability and opportunity for development
for people as well rather than broad ownership where actions are owned by committees or
bodies. It’s not clear ownership and really needs to be tied down to individuals ”

This suggests that some HEIs are learning from their experiences and that this
transfers to various iterations of their strategic plans.
An analysis of the Institutional Reviews shows no direct reference to
responsibility for implementation. One Review (University Q) presents positive
comments in relation to the implementation phase of the strategic plan,
“The Review Team congratulates...for its Mission, impressive key goals and the strategic
priorities. The Review Team also want to acknowledge the Academic Plan, a commitment to
implementation of the aims and the strategic priority themes ”

Two Reviews criticise the implementation phase of the strategic plan

Better communication between the leadership and the university would in any case also
improve the possibilities of creating further tools for the implementation of strategy and
change (University O),
“The EUA team felt however that the plan was rather aspirational and was struck by the
slow implementation of the strategy. Elements have been introduced but not executed
completely, and along the way a number of variations have been accepted” (University T).
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Structures for monitoring and evaluating progress
Each of the twenty HEI strategic plans had reference to monitoring and
evaluating the progress of the strategie plan. Monitoring and evaluation is seen as
being a ‘priority’ for the HEIs. The following is a list of different monitoring and
evaluation processes cited in the strategic plans:
1. Focus groups will meet on a regular basis to assess the effectiveness and the
deficiencies in the strategie plan.
2. The implementation of the strategic plan will involve the ‘co-operation ’ of all
staff
3. Monitoring and evaluation of the effectiveness and impact of the strategic
plan on a regular basis/on an annual basis.
4. The success of the strategic plan will be monitored and evaluated against a
list of the ideal perfoimance measures / Performance indicators and timelines
will be used to measure the aehievements.
5. The objectives set out in the strategic plan are supported by specifie targets
and will be reviewed on a continuous basis, similarly, each strategic priority
is supported by the actions that will be undertaken to aehieve the stated
objectives. These actions will be monitored to assure their timely delivery.
6. The strategic plan concludes with a list of the characteristics the HEI should
have if each of their aims and objectives are met. This enables the monitoring
and evaluation of the strategic plan to occur in line with the ideal outeomes.
This is the ‘espoused theory’ but what happens in reality may not be a mirror image
of this (Argyris and Schon 1996). Nineteen informants stated that monitoring and
evaluation of the progress of the strategic plan is a prerequisite at the HEI.
Responsibility for the monitoring and evaluation of the strategic plan rests with the
strategic planning coordinator, management, designated staff or the President.
The most common structure in plaee for monitoring and evaluating the
progress of a strategie plan as noted by informants is a periodic review.

Such a

review is carried out in sixteen HEIs (11 lOTs and 5 Universities) with six of the
reviews taking place on an annual basis. Other HEIs carry out the review every ten
weeks, six months or every three years, the others did not specify a timeline. The
reviews are generally undertaken by senior management or an assigned steering
group. The function of the reviews is to assess the progress of the strategic plan and
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to compile a list of actions that need to be undertaken in order to aehieve a specific
goal. A continuous monitoring, evaluation and feedback system should be in place.
Three informants described the measuring techniques used in monitoring and
evaluating the progress of the strategic plan. Two informants described the use of
KPTs. One of these informants deseribed the development of a ‘central information
unit ’ which will be based on the "MIS system ’ and therefore the system will have
eertain

‘performance indicators

The informant reeognises the diffieulty in

measuring in pereentages, 7 don 7 think that's a proper way of operating ’. Instead
the informant feels that there are opportunities to have realistic targets set and then to
measure perform an ee against them. It was stated that if the targets are not aehieved,
a penalty won’t be enforeed as it’s not the nature of the organisation but that
‘questions will be asked’. This type of measurement would afford the institute an
opportunity to examine their eapaeity to achieve the goals and objeetives set out in
the strategie plan.

Another informant acknowledged that there are "thirty-six

measurements ’ in place at their HEI. The informant feels that ‘it’s probably too
much but adds that there is an abbreviated version which shows nine measurements.
The abbreviated version (or external version) is the one shown to external agencies
and it gives 'a clear picture of the place quite quickly

A seeond informant also

deseribed a monitoring and evaluation system that they are currently trying to adapt
whieh is based on measurement.
One informant stated that monitoring and evaluation of the strategie plan in
their institution is not being done formally enough and that it’s very ‘ad hoc’.
Monitoring and evaluation is not undertaken in a planned and seheduled fashion. A
seeond informant aeknowledged that there were signifieant improvements needed in
monitoring and evaluating the progress of the strategie plan at their institution. One
informant noted that they periodically check where they are in terms of a goal and
use percentages to estimate what they had achieved. When asked about the structures
in place for monitoring and evaluating the progress of the strategie plan, one
informant stated ‘none at all ’. The informant admitted that this was something they
were working on and they were hoping to incorporate an annual review and to use
KPls going forward.
Most informants do not state whether recommendations are made following
the evaluation of the plan. It should be noted that some informants were very vague
on monitoring and evaluating the progress of the strategic plan which may suggest
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that there is a lack of emphasis placed on monitoring and evaluating the progress of
the strategic plan. One informant stated that no monitoring and evaluation takes
place.
Responsibility for implementation of the strategic plan is not clearly outlined
in the strategic plans although internal documentation is likely to provide more detail
on this. In that context the informants state that responsibility for implementation of
the strategic plan is clear within the organisation. Informants suggest that monitoring
and evaluation is taking place at the majority of HEIs.

Summary
In summary, Irish HEIs see staff involvement as the most important type of
stakeholder involvement. Many HEIs were also cognisant of inviting students to
become involved in the strategic planning process. The lack of engagement with
industry, unions and community is noteworthy however, particularly given the
objectives of the new national strategy for higher education. HEIs could benefit fi*om
incorporating a wider range of perspectives and expertise when undertaking their
strategic planning process. In addition it might be worthwhile to take a stakeholder
view of the process e.g. rather than focusing on what the institution wants to do, to
place the focus on what the stakeholder needs the institution to do.
The importance of involving all stakeholders in strategic planning has been
highlighted by many authors (Kippenberger 1998; Johnson et al. 2005; Parkes 2006).
An interesting area for further research would be to examine how stakeholder
involvement could be improved in Irish HEIs as well as an examination into the most
appropriate and effective ways to involve stakeholders in strategic planning. An
improved sense of commitment and ownership may lead to more effective
implementation of the strategic plan.

Summary
The results of the research on the experiences of Irish higher education
institutions has been presented in this chapter, addressing research question one. A
key finding from the research is that the rational strategic planning model was
explicitly used by over one third of the Institutions with the remaining institutions
using models that exhibited the characteristics of rational strategic planning. It is
clear that Irish HEIs are cogniscant of the importance of strategic planning in terms
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of the provision of funding and meeting the leglislative requirement, which appears
to have been the initial impetus for strategic planning. It is also clear that, once the
process has been established, most HEIs see its advantages in providing direction and
vision. A surprising finding was that only one third of informants demonstrated an
awareness of alternative strategic planning models.

No institution appeared to

explicitly consider how strategic planning might be undertaken, at least in part, by
their institutional review process. Overall there appears to have been a lack of rigour
in the selection, design and evaluation of strategic planning models and this finding
has significance.
Research question two investigates the integration of strategy and quality
assurance and will be considered in the next chapter (Chapter Five). The findings and
conclusions of both research questions will be considered together in Chapter Six.
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5.0 Introduction
Quality assurance systems, with a basis in legislation, are well established in
Irish HEIs and quality assurance is therefore a dominant force in higher education
management. A thesis whieh ignores quality assurance systems, struetures and
processes in higher education would not be addressing higher education
management. Strategic planning does not happen in isolation and must eo-exist with
quality assurance proeesses. There is a strong ease to be made for the integration of
the two proeesses as outlined in Chapter 2. Researeh Question 2 foeuses on how
strategie planning was integrated with quality assuranee proeesses in Irish HEIs.
Chapter Five examines quality assuranee in Irish higher education, the case for
integrating strategy and quality and the alignment between strategy and quality.
It investigates two fundamental questions: 1. What is the institution trying to
do? and 2. How does the institution know it works? These questions have their
foundations firmly rooted in researeh condueted by EUA. Instiutions therefore need
to be cognisant of two main issues when aligning strategy and quality:
(i)

How does the Institution plan for quality? (i.e. how does it plan to
improve its quality assuranee systems?)

(ii)

How does the quality assurance system inform the strategic plan? (i.e.
how does feedback about how the Institution is operating feed into
decision making about what the Institution is planning to do?)

5.1 Quality Assurance and the Irish Context
The national eontext for quality assuranee was eonsidered in Chapter Two but
is briefly revisited in more detail here.
5.1.1 Self Study with Peer Review

The self study with peer review model, as proposed by Van Vught and
Westerheijden (1995), ineludes four parts: an organisation to coordinate the review
nationally; self assessments by each HEI; external peer review; production and
publication of expert panel

report. The main institutional level quality assurance process

in Irish Universities and lOTs is self study with peer review (referred to throughout as
‘self study’) and includes each of these elements and so is regarded as best practiee
internationally. Self study with peer review, such as the Institutional Reviews used in
Irish HEIs, is the most widely used form of quality assessment in higher edueation in
.5 - 2
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Europe. After the first round of institutional reviews in Irish Universities the EUA
concluded that
"The systematic organisation and promotion of quality assurance at the initiative of the
universities themselves is, in the opinion of the EVA teams, unparalleled in any other country
in Europe, or indeed in the United States or Canada... Other countries... could learn from the
Irish experience’’ (lUQB 2005).

It should be noted that self study with peer review has been embedded within
Institutes of Technology through NCEA/HETAC for much longer.
The EUA methodology seeks to improve strategic and quality management
within a university. The model provides a framework for which universities can
evaluate practices and assess effectiveness. It encourages institutions to question
practices and creates an awareness within the institutions of the changes needed, the
results of which feed back, inform and change practices,
"The aim of EVA’s Institutional Evaluation Programme is to offer universities an external
evaluation that takes account of their external and internal environment. It evaluates current
conceptions of strategies and activities and promotes internal quality in universities’’ (EUA
2005).

The Institutional Evaluation Programme of the EUA will be used as an overarching
framework from the remainder of this chapter. This framework was chosen for two
reasons (i) it provides for international comparabilty of results and (ii) it explicitly
links strategic planning with quality assurance, which is not as evident in other
frameworks.
In 2004 the lUQB and the HEA (Higher Education Authority) agreed that the
EUA (European University Association) would undertake the first cycle of
institutional quality reviews of each university, as described above. The reports of
the reviews were published in 2005 "Review of Quality Assurance in Irish

Universities ’. The second cycle of institutional quality reviews is now taking place at
all seven universities in accordance with national legislation and the agreed European
Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance.
For the Institute of Technology sector, as specified in the Qualifications
(Education and Training) Act 1999, primary responsibility for quality assurance rests
with the providers of education.

The ‘Standards and Guidelines for Quality

Assurance in the European Higher Education Area’ also stipulate this fact (ENQA
2009). A key element of quality assurance is the external review of the institution as
a whole. To this effect legislation requires each lOT to undertake an Institutional
Review, approximately once every five years.
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Institutional Review is a rigorous review of all quality assurance procedures;
it is a root and branch exercise which penetrates every level of the organisation. It is
a thorough exercise which assesses the strengths and weaknesses of quality assurance
procedures and ultimately leads to responses, change and therefore improvements
(Sallinen et al. 1994; Van Vught and Westerheijden 1995; Thom 2003; Henkel
2004). The aims of Institutional Review in the lOT sector for example are: to
enhance public confidence; outline the extent to which the NFQ and procedures for
access, transfer and progression have been implemented; to assess the operation of
delegated authority; to outline recommendations for the improvement of teaching
and learning and to improve strategic planning and governance. Each institution is
required to undertake a self study which involves widespread consultation with
stakeholders. On completion, an Expert Panel visits each institution and outlines a
response and recommendations to which the institution must respond. The institution
is required to follow up and implement particular recommendations. HETAC
provides guidelines to all institutions ‘Institutional Review of providers of Higher
Education and Training - Supplementary Guidelines for Institutions ’, in which the
self study process is outlined as a six step process:
1. HETAC sets the terms of reference following consultation with the
Institution
2. Self-study by the Institution
3. Visit by expert panel appointed by HETAC and written panel report
4. Institutional response including implementation plan
5. Panel report and response published
6. Follow-up report submitted by the institution (HETAC 2007)
The NQAI is responsible for ensuring that Dublin Institute of Technology
carries out a quinquennial review of the effectiveness of its quality assurance
procedures.
The Institutional Review process is a substantial process involving the entire
institution. The nature of the Institutional Review process means that it covers
similar areas to strategic planning and so there is significant overlap between the two
processes. Operation of the two processes in tandem may eliminate some of this
overlap and may save time and resources reducing the opportunity cost.
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5.1.2 Quality Assurance and the National Strategy for Higher Education
The National Strategy for Higher Education clearly states that the quality
assurance systems in place in Irish HEIs are appreciated and valued internationally,
“The quality assurance processes in higher education in Ireland are held in high regard
internationally” (HEA 2011).

Irish HEIs fare well in terms of alignment to Irish legislation. In a report from the
European Commission on quality assurance, Ireland was noted as one of the highest
scorers in terms of its quality assurance procedures. The European Commission used
three measures for quality including: the stage of development of external quality
assurance procedures; the level of student participation and the level of international
participation (European Commission 2009).
The National Strategy for Higher Education notes the complexities involved
in a HEI in carrying out a self-assessment of quality systems and warns about the
difficulties in remaining objective and in translating the results to stakeholders. It
can be argued that objectivity has been particularly difficult in the case of
universities as the lUQB is in effect an internal quality function which reports to the
Universities themselves. Conversely lOTs refer to HETAC which is an independent
statutory agency. In that context the report suggests that external independent quality
assurance agencies would be better placed to undertake quality reviews as it would
increase the objectivity of the reviews. The National Strategy for Higher Education
recommended that the quality assurance framework currently in place be reviewed.
A new Qualifications and Quality Assurance (QQAI) agency was established in 2011
and this agency is responsible for reviewing and developing quality assurance.
FETAC, HETAC and the NQAI joined forces to form the new agency. The lUQB is
no longer charged with carrying out external reviews of universities but instead this
role has been transferred to the new quality assurance agency (HEA 2011).
The new agency has seven main functions (as per the National Strategy for
Higher Education) (HEA 2011):
•

•

•

Maintaining and implementing the National Framework of Qualifications
(subject guidelines should be developed to support the National Framework
of Qualifications)
Setting procedures for access to programmes of education and training, and
for transfer and progression between programmes, including those relating
to credit accumulation and recognition ofprior learning
Recognition of Irish awards internationally and the recognition of
international awards in Ireland
.5
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•

Review of the effectiveness of the quality assurance systems of educational
providers (including a review of the external examiner system and the
grading system)

•

Making of awards

•

Validation ofprogrammes of education and training that lead to awards of
the body

•

Regulation ofproviders of education services to international students.

In light of these developments the legislation currently in place regarding quality
assurance matters is being updated to take account of these changes.
Quality assurance procedures in Ireland are therefore well advanced and
respected both nationally and internationally. Quality assurance procedures are
embedded in legislation (The Qualifications (Education and Training) Act 1999 and
The Universities Act 1997). Quality assurance is supported by a variety of agencies
(HETAC, HEA, NQAl and lUQB) who engage with the lOTs and Universities in an
attempt to maintain and develop quality. As quality assurance is such a critical part
of the National Strategy for Higher Education, it is likely to continue to develop and
improve within an Irish higher education context. Quality and its alignment to
strategy will be the focus of the following sections.

5.2 What should an alignment between strategy and quality look like?
The first step in improving the alignment between quality and strategy has to
begin at a national level. Although the expert panels recommend that HEIs ensure the
alignment of quality and strategic planning, they fail to provide an overarching
framework as to how this can be achieved. The QQAl, in conjuntion with the HEA,
should provide institutions with a set of guidelines to assist them in developing and
maintaining an alignment between quality and strategy. The National Strategy for
Higher Education has suggested that the HEA should, going forward, engage with
Institutions and assist them in articulating how they will meet national priorities. All
quality assurance matters will be overseen by the QQAI. A combined framework
from strategy and quality needs to be cogniscant of the needs of the HEA in relation
to its funding model and the ‘Strategic Dialogue’ model which is being implemented.
At institutional level, the integration of quality and strategy is more likely to
occur where institutions make a conscious effort to integrate the processes.
Understanding, examining, assessing, measuring, evaluating and reflecting upon
.5
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quality and strategy are essential to their successful integration. Although institutions
may understand the concept of process management it is the act of managing
processes effectively that causes difficulties. James (2000) contends that institutions
have much information available to them but that their ability to use this information
to achieve strategic goals and objectives is inefficient.
Quality assurance procedures which are part of the legislative requirements
should feed into the strategic planning process. The recommendations from the
Expert Panels should be incorporated into the strategic planning process. One way to
do this is to ensure the quality assurance office and the strategic planning office work
closely with one another. These offices should constantly feed information into one
another and support one another. In some cases the strategic planning officer and the
quality officer are the same individual which renders the integration of strategy and
quality more plausible. Where a HEl does not have a strategic planning office or a
quality office the integration of quality and strategic planning can become more
challenging. One way to minimise or eliminate this difficulty is to assign an
appropriate individual to formulate an overview of the results of the Quality Review
process and use this to feed into the strategic planning process and to set strategic
priorities. The allocation of a specific individual creates a sense of responsibility and
ownership. Having a feedback system in place makes staff feel more responsible and
committed to the process (Senge 1990).
The alignment between quality and strategy, although desirable, can be
limited by a lack of financial resources. The integration of quality with all elements
of strategy requires adequate funding. The difficulties surrounding this are clear with
the limited supply of government funding provided and the fight for available
resources. Strategic resourcing decisions should be informed by feedback from
quality systems and good financial decisions should maximise the use of available
resources. Quality systems that function well have the ability to highlight areas
where capital should not be invested or where investment should be discontinued.
Specific criteria need to be defined to demonstrate if quality and strategy are
aligned. Scott (1995) states that,
“Withoutperformance measurement we do not know where we are. No matter what course is
.set, we will never know if we have arrived at the intended destination ”

Atkinson-Grosjean et al. (2000) undertook a comparative study of performance
indicator systems in six countries. The results concluded that the accuracy of
5
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performance measurement is debateable and that there are ‘deep flaws in the
conceptualisation, measurement criteria and impacts of the models Nevertheless, it
is vital to include some form of measurement.

Quantitative performance

measurement provides meaningful measurement but it is not always possible to
quantify or codify results. In a rational model, each goal in the strategic plan should
therefore have targets and objectives with ideal outcomes including quality related
objectives. The objectives should be SMART objectives so that the degree to which
they are achieved can be assessed and demonstrated. Following that, the areas in
which quality is waning can be addressed accordingly. Argyris and Schon (1996)
argue that each objective should have a list of the criteria needed in order to be at its
most effective. In that way it is possible to highlight the inefficiencies and to correct
ineffectiveness. If evaluation is carried out openly and in conjunction with staff there
will be a greater level of acceptance of the results of the evaluation (Dubois 1998).
Quality and strategy need to be viewed as a simultaneous process and not as two
separate parts. Staff, students and other stakeholders may bring a range of expertise
and so should be engaged with strategic planning and quality assurance on an
ongoing basis. It is not sufficient to involve stakeholders only at the strategic
planning process stage e.g. once every five years. To do this creates the impression
that strategic planning and quality are not aligned. Information about quality and
strategy should be relayed to staff on a regular basis to create a sense of buy-in and
to convey the importance of each element individually and collectively. If the
importance of the alignment between quality and strategy is not understood by each
stakeholder then it is unlikely that the alignment can be strengthened.

5.3 The Case for Integrating Strategy and Quality
At its simplest level strategic planning has a focus on future planning in
which current activities are reviewed.

Self study focuses on reviewing current

activities from which future plans are outlined.

The processes are rarely fully

integrated within a HEI and they may be serving different purposes.

In the Irish

context, the strategic plan is required by a funding agency and the self study is
required by a quality assurance agency for example. There is a strong case to be
made for integrating the processes which includes streamlining the significant
overlap between them and increasing cohesion.

The overhead involved in taking

staff away from their core duties to participate in strategic planning and self study is
3-
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significant and the benefits should outweigh the costs. Lack of integration increases
this overhead which can lead to duplication of effort and frustration for the
participants. Separate programs ean also lead to divergent trajectories. In an extreme
example an institutional strategic planning program, undertaken using a top-down
process model, might set a strategie direction for the Institution which might include
strategic alliances with other Institutions, a revised portfolio of course offerings of
most relevance to the marketplace and research centres which have the greatest
potential for commercialisation and income generation. A School or Department self
study, undertaken using a bottom-up model, may arrive at very different and equally
legitimate conclusions on the same topics. The individual academic, busy directing
their energies into their own research, may well be oblivious to both. The end result
is that the Institution, the School/Department and the individual are heading in
different directions.

Although there is a strong case to be made for integrating

strategic planning and self study programs there is very little literature which
empirically tests the coneept.
To investigate the degree of potential overlap further, the following
simplified model is considered.

The Classical approach to strategic planning

(Strategy as Design) can be considered a ‘Plan-Implement-Review’ model. It could
also be considered as a ‘Review-Plan-Implement’ model, if the external and internal
analysis phase is framed as a ‘Review’.
‘Review-Plan-Implemenf model.

Institutional Review can be considered a

Although the components of both strategic

planning and institutional review, and the methods by which they are undertaken, are
different, at a simple level there is an argument that both have similar purposes. The
contention here is that there is at least enough overlap to merit their integration at
component level. How this might work in practice is further elaborated here.
Figure 5.1 Simplified Review-Plan-Implement model
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5.3.1 Review Phase

Institutional review often involves a comprehensive review stage with self
studies undertaken by academic, central services and cross-functional review teams
as appropriate. These are undertaken at Department level in Universities. In lOTs,
Institutional

Review

Schools/Departments.

often

builds

upon

Programmatic

Review

in

As there is accountability to external agencies, these are

usually rigorous and systematic reviews supported by formal environmental feedback
mechanisms (e.g. graduate and industry surveys) and a review of trends in key
performance indicators (e.g. registration numbers, retention, throughput etc).

Self

study teams produce self evaluation reports which differentiate between outcomes
which

can

be progressed

locally

and

recommendations

for institute-level

consideration. The institution-level outcomes are often collated centrally to inform
the wider institutional self study. The institutional self study stage takes macro-level
issues into account and often includes a comprehensive environmental analysis. The
rigour attached to this review phase is arguably stronger and deeper than the SWOT
analysis phase of the rational strategic planning model for example. There is an
argument to be made that the Review Phase of Institutional Review should integrate
with the environmental analysis phase of strategic planning.
5.3.2 Planning Phase

Informed by this root and branch review an institutional planning phase could
then follow in which the strategic goals and main objectives are set. This phase takes
the outcomes from the departmental and institutional review phase into account but
also has the freedom to brainstorm and develop new ideas.

A HEI could use

whatever methodology it believes is most appropriate to develop vision, mission,
goals and objectives (e.g. scenario planning, foresight planning etc).

The

mechanisms by which strategic objectives will be evaluated, major resource
implications, risks and changes to the organisation structure are identified at this
stage.
The outcomes of both the review and planning phases can be captured and
documented.

An institutional self-evaluation report can be produced to meet the

requirements of the Quality Assurance agency. The strategic plan is produced in the
format required by the funding agency or in a printed brochure format for public
relations purposes.

Faculty or departmental reports can be produced for course
.“i -
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A multitude of formats and views can be produced but

crucially all of them draw from same knowledge base.

For this reason the review

and planning phases should take place within a short period of time (no more than
one academic year) to maintain momentum and currency.
Many accreditation agencies require an external peer review process for
institutional self study. Appropriate peers can bring further fresh thinking to the
organisation, can contribute valuable suggestions for improvement and can provide
an element of benchmarking from their own experiences ete. Peer review remains a
strong moderating force in the collegial cultures and can be used as an additional
lever for change initiatives but it is not generally a feature in institutional strategic
planning models. The author eontends however it is a useful exercise if only to bring
closure to the review and planning phase.
5.4 How does the Institution plan for quality?

Quality is a crucial element in the management of a HEl and attitude to
quality is a significant element of that. Where an institution portrays their attitude to
quality is important. In documentation, attitude to quality may be portrayed though
mission statements, strategic plans, websites. Institutional Reviews, Programmatic
Reviews, Quality Improvement Plans, Quality Assurance plans, staff handbooks,
student handbooks and press releases. Quality may also be measured by the entry
requirements for courses, the rigorous interview process for staff and post-graduates
and the nature and effectiveness of student serviees. HEIs take the opportunity to
demonstrate their attitude to quality through these mediums as the pereeived level of
quality of an institution may have a significant bearing on their standing both
nationally and internationally. The league tables, as discussed in Chapter Two, are
also used as a measure of pereeived quality of HEIs both nationally and
internationally.
Literature on the integration of quality and strategy is not widely available in
higher education literature. The EUA Institutional Evaluation Programme is an
example of a model that has attempted to align strategic planning and quality within
the higher education sector. In order to assess the level of integration between
strategic planning and quality in Irish HEIs, this section focuses on how Irish
Institutions plan for quality. It examines whether Irish Institutions have proeesses in
plaee to evaluate the level of integration between quality and strategy. An analysis of
3 - II

Chapter l ive - Integration of strategy imd quality

the Institutional Reviews, strategic plans and interview results are used to triangulate
the results from informants.
5.4.1 Views of informants
During the second round interviews each informant was asked where their
organisation’s attitude to quality is articulated (5 lOTs and 2 universities).
Informants outlined the importance of quality and noted that ‘quality has always
been important’ and that ‘it underpins everything’. Informants also said that the
quality systems and processes are ‘amongst the strongest’ that the institution has.
There was a real sense of confidence on quality matters. Informant M noted five
places where attitude to quality is articulated. These included the Quality Assurance
Manual, Institutional Review, Programmatic Review, staff handbook and student
handbook. Informants A and B noted three places where attitude to quality is
articulated. At Institute A attitude to quality was articulated in the strategic plan.
Institutional Review and Programmatic Review. At Institute B attitude to quality w^as
articulated in the strategic plan, student handbook and on the website. Institute J and
Institute P refer to one area each where attitude to quality is articulated. Overall
therefore the strategic plan and the student handbook were most commonly used to
articulate their attitude to quality. The website. Quality Assurance Manual,
Programmatic Review and Institutional Review were noted by two informants in
each instance. Although the informants appeared very confident in relation to quality
issues, the articulation of attitude to quality is not as pervasive as one might expect.
Table 5.1 provides a summary of the informants’ responses.

Table 5.1 Articulation of attitude to quality
QA

Strategic

manual

plan

m

X

PR

Staff

Student

handbook

handbook

X

B

X

X

C

X

X

X

M

X

X

X

X

X

X
X

P
T

Prospectus

X

A.

J

Website

X

X
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One way of assessing whether strategic planning and quality are integrated is
by identifying examples of where the integration took place in real terms. During the
first round interviews, twenty informants were asked whether strategic planning and
quality assurance are integrated. An analysis of the first round interviews showed
that fourteen informants (10 lOTs, 4 Universities) proposed that strategic planning is
integrated with quality assurance at their HEI.

However an analysis of the

informant’s responses shows that twelve of the reasons given as proof of the
integration between strategic planning and quality assurance processes do not in fact
prove that strategic planning and quality are integrated. Examples include,
“Ifpeople are looking for space within a faculty or school it they’re looking for IT or human
resources, if they ’re looking for equipment all of that is now tied into the strategic plan, into
the annual planning cycle ’’ (lOT E)
[The Author contends that this is an example of ongoing resource management rather than an
example of integration of strategy and quality assurance]

“Quality assurance in itself is one of the goals so we have said in the strategic plan ” (lOT C)
quality ...that’s seen as one of the higher level ones of the seven higher level goals that
we have (lOT D)
“As part of the quality assurance process, they would he asked to line up their vision with
the strategic plan ” (University Q).
[The Author contends that setting standalone goals and objectives for quality is not an
example of integration of strategy and quality assurance processes]

“We set up a quality assurance office there was a quality assurance person and that person
is pivotal to making sure that the college is, that the quality assurance systems are fit for
purpose'” (lOT K)
[The Author contends that setting up separate quality assurance and strategic planning offices
is not an example of integration of strategy and quality assurance, and could be
counterproductive].

“Quality assurance processes were key to this plan. It was about integrating those about
making sure the organisation operates effectively to a strong organisation with a clear view
of what it’s doing ’’ (lOT M)
[The Author contends that this is not a specific example of integration of strategy and quality
assurance processes]

Two of the fourteen informants gave speeific examples of how strategic planning and
quality assurance processes are integrated. lOT G adopted an ‘Australian System ’ in
an attempt to integrate strategic planning and quality. This system is based on a

'quality standards approach’ where sixty-two quality standards covering lots of
different areas were developed and adopted as indicators of ‘good practice ’, the lOT
audited themselves on these going forward. Anything that was good practice and that
was relevant was incorporated into their strategic plan as something to aim for.
Additionally feedback was sought from students on a range of issues and the
feedback was used to inform the strategie plan on the student experience. lOT A
also believes that strategic planning and quality assurance are integrated. When the
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five year strategic plan was being formulated, programmatic review was being
carried out simultaneously and the results of the programmatic review were fed into
the strategic plan. This confirmed the integration of strategic planning and quality
assurance.
Conversely, six informants believe that strategic planning is not integrated
with quality assurance processes, four of which are from lOTs (B,I,H,L) and two
from Universities (R,0).

Informant B stated that their quality assurance processes

are almost ‘non-existent ’ and they recognise this as a ^deficit

The informant hopes

to adopt a ‘European framework for quality management' but states that they are
having difficulty in getting other staff members to buy into the idea.
Informant O firmly believes that within their institution ‘quality isn’t
integrated with anything

They state that quality assurance ‘doesn 7 even integrate

with internal audit ’ and that "really it’s a waste of money Informant O believes that
at their university quality assurance processes are not integrated as well as they
should be and that realistically they have ‘no quality assurance function
Given the level of demand put on lOTs and Universities to engage in quality
assurance and strategic planning, it is perhaps surprising that six informants suggest
that strategic planning and quality assurance are not integrated. It is also noteworthy
that although the majority of informants believed that strategic planning and quality
assurance were integrated only two were able to give specific examples of how this
occurs. Perhaps this suggests that strategic planning and quality assurance are carried
out to a large extent as two separate and parallel activities.
This finding is further strengthened by content analysis of the intervews.
Although Institutional Reviews are an important part of the quality assurance
process, an analysis of the interview results showed very poor reference to the term
‘Institutional Review’ or equivalent. Four out of five informants from universities
made no reference to Institutional Reviews throughout the interviews for example.
Informant P referred to institutional review once. When asked about the goals being
set for quality at the university, the informant stated that the main goal was to
prepare for the next Institutional Review.
“The main goals for the next number of years for quality are to prepare for the next
Institutional Review ...but also to execute the next round of current reviews fully, department
by department, school by school, college by college, unit by unit so they would be the main
goals for the next number ofyears
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During the first round interviews, fourteen informants were interviewed and only
lOT M referred to Institutional Reviews. Reference to Institutional Review was more
frequent during the second round interviews with the lOTs than with informants
from the universities. The informant was asked about the consultative process used
during the strategic planning process and noted that in addition to direct consultation,
consultation would have also taken place indirectly through the Institutional Review.
Five informants from lOTs were interviewed during the second round
interviews. An analysis of the interviews shows that there were eight references to
Institutional Review (lOT A and B one reference; lOT C two references; lOTs J and
M four references). This can be explained by the timeframe, as HETAC was
embarking on its institutional review schedule at this time.

The references to

Institutional Review were unprompted in all cases. Informants stated that attitude to
quality is articulated in Institutional Reviews (lOT A,B,M). Informant C noted that
they were about to go through Institutional Review for the first time since receiving
delegated authority status for Level 9. Informant M stated that Institutional Reviews
identify weaknesses, areas of actions and recommendations as it ‘goes into the nitty
gritty’. Informant J outlined the eagerness of the Institution to engage in Institutional
Review as it recognised the benefits of it as a quality assurance process. The level of
reference to Institutional Review may be seen as a reflection of the level of
awareness about Institutional Review.
5.4.2 Planning for Quality in the Strategic Plan and Institutional Review

Institutions may plan for quality both explicitly and implicitly. Institutions
can plan for quality by advocating quality in the mission statement, vision statement
and goals of the strategic plan. Institutions may also plan for quality by reviewing the
effectiveness of their quality assurance procedures as part of an institutional review
or a similar self study exercise.
Planning for Quality in the Strategic Plan
To investigate the first approach, each of the twenty strategic plans was
examined in order to gauge the number of HEIs that referred either explicitly or
implicitly to the word 'quality’ in the mission statement, vision statement or in the
title of a strategic goal. This analysis gives an indication of the level of awareness of
planning for quality at Irish HEIs. An evaluation of the mission statements showed
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that no university referred explicitly to the word quality as part of their mission
statement. Four lOTs mission statements referred explicitly to the word ‘quality’,
“It is committed to providing access to higher education for students of different ages and
backgrounds, and to achieving quality and excellence in all aspects of its work... ”(IOT E)
... To serve students and the community by: achieving consistently high standards of
relevance and quality in teaching, research, development and consultancy... ” flOT H)
“To provide the community with quality third-level education and services, relevant to the
economic, social and cultural development of the region in the national and international
context... ” (lOT I)
“...Will provide learners with flexible higher education opportunities which are of the
highest quality ” (lOT M)

Further analysis of these four mission statements shows that there is no reference to
the quality systems or quality processes needed to bring effect to the quality.
Although only four mission statements refer explicitly to quality, it would not
be unreasonable to suggest that quality is implicit in eleven of the mission statements
as the word 'excellence’ or 'to excel’ is noted in eight out of fifteen mission
statements. The word excellence is defined in the Oxford English Dictionary as “the

quality of being outstanding or extremely good’’. If this is a reasonable definition of
excellence, then it suggests that quality is implicit in all mission statements with the
word 'excellence ’ in them. Other words or phrases which imply quality include

'highest international standard’ and ‘internationally renowned’. Mission statements
where quality is either explicit and implicit are presented in Table 5.2.

Table 5.2 Quality implicit in mission statements of HEIs
HEI
A
F
G
J

K
O
P

Q
R

S
T

Mission Statement
“To excel in teaching, research and development work, for the benefit of the students,
industry and the wider community”
...will apply excellence in teaching, learning and research within an inclusive studentcentred environment... ”
“...dedicated to excellence in higher education through the provision of
programmes leading to internationally recognised awards... ”
“To continuously develop as an academic institution of international repute... ”
“ ...the provision of a balanced education to the highest international standard... ”
“Our mission is to be internationally renowned as a distinctive university which shapes the
future through educating and empowering people to meet the real challenges of tomorrow”
“...In an environment of excellence in teaching, learning and research... ”
“To contribute with excellence to the economic, social, cultural and intellectual development
of the region, the nation, and the wider world”
The mission of...is to advance knowledge, pursue truth and foster learning, in an atmosphere
of discovery, creativity, innovation and excellence... ”
We are committed to excellence in both research and teaching, to the enhancement of the
learning experience... ”
“The strategic intent of... is to be a distinctive agent of radical innovation, within a culture of
world class excellence in higher education and scholarship ”
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Twelve HEIs (8 lOTs and 4 universities) had vision statements in their strategie
plans at the time of the interviews. An analysis of the vision statements showed that
three lOTs and two universities refer explicitly to the word 'quality’. The vision
statements where quality is explicitly referred to are presented in Table 5.3.

Table 5.3 Quality explicit in vision statements of HEIs
HEX
A
H
J
O
P

Vision Statement
" ...to provide... the highest quality standards and hear the hallmark of excellence ”
“Our vision is that by 2011...will he nationally recognised as a leader in providing
high-quality third level education ”
"To be the higher education institution of choice for a wide spectrum of learners on a
broad range of employment-focused, high quality education and training
programmes... ”
“The University... will attract excellent students from Ireland and overseas because of
the nature and quality of the student experience... ”
“We will provide the highest quality infrastructure and facilities commensurate with
the delivery of top quality teaching and research...We seek to recruit high-quality
students and to develop staff capable of keeping the University at the forefront in all it
does... ”

The analysis also highlighted that no vision statement listed in Table 5.3 refers to the
quality systems or processes needed to deliver said quality.
An analysis of the remaining vision statements shows that quality is implicit
in each one of them. Words and phrases such as 'excellence’, 'pre-eminent’, ‘the

leading Irish educator ’ and ‘international standing ’ are suggestive of quality. The
vision statements where quality is implicit are presented in Table 5.4.

Table 5.4 Quality implicit in vision statements of HEIs
HEX
B
X
N

Q
R

Vision Statement
“...will he a pre-eminent provider of career-focused education that embraces diversity
and innovation ”
“Personal values of “respect”, “learning”, “excellence”, “integrity”, “equality of
opportunity”, “accountability” and “innovation” will continue to be emphasised as
core expectations in the Institute ”
“To be the leading Irish educator for the knowledge, media and entertainment
sectors ”.
“...is a student centred and research-intensive University of international standing,
with a faculty and staff committed to excellence... ”
“...A leading international research-intensive university where bold and imaginative
teaching programmes and excellence in teaching... ”

An analysis was also carried out of the title of the goals in the strategic plans to
assess whether 'quality’ was deemed important enough to be noted in the title of the
goals. A total of five lOTs and three Universities had an explicit goal related to
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quality. Table 5.5 shows a summary of the results including a copy of the title of the
goal where 'quality’ was noted.

Table 5.5 Quality explicit in goals
HEI
A
B
C
D
F
R
S

‘Quality’ related goal
“Quality improvement ”
“To foster a culture of quality through effective initiatives and systems”
“Qualification Levels and Quality Assurance ”
“To maintain andfurther develop effective quality across all functions”
“We will place quality improvement as the centre of all our activities in an open and
transparent manner and publish an agreed institutional framework for quality review
processes and standards ”
“Quality Culture ”
“An education programme characterised by quality and innovation... ”

It is noteworthy that lOT B and F have referenced the importance of quality
'systems ’ and ‘quality review processes ’. This shows awareness about quality not
only as something which simply exists but as something which needs to have
systems and processes in place to bring effect to it. The following table shows the
titles of strategic goals, from the remaining HEIs, where 'quality ’ is implicit in the
title. It is clear that quality is implicit in the titles of the goals as words such as
'excellence ’ and ‘high standards ’ are used.

I'able 5.6 Quality implicit in goals
HEI
E
G

H
K
N
O

Goal
“Reputation and Excellence ”
“Academic Portfolio-To be recognised as a higher education institute of international
reputation and teaching excellence that facilitates learning within a high quality
supportive environment ”
“Adapt our teaching - same high standards, new styles and methods ”
“Achieving Excellence ”
"Ensure that graduates have realised the highest standards academically, creatively,
professionally and technically ”
“Provide an attractive suite of academic offerings in an outstanding student-centred
learning environment ”

The analysis of the mission statements, vision statements and goals show that HEIs
do consider quality and often include elements of quality in the mission, vision and
goals. The danger however is that HEIs aim to provide a quality education and a
quality service but that the level of planning that goes into its delivery is
underdeveloped. When it comes to planning for quality and thinking about the
processes and systems that need to be in place to achieve quality there is little

.5
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evidence in the mission statements, vision statements or goals to suggest that this is
happening in practice.
What are the merits of having a specific strategic goal for quality?
During the second round interviews seven informants were asked about the
importance of having a quality related goal. Four informants (from lOTs) highlighted
the importance of including a quality related goal in the strategic plan. The
informants noted the significance of having a specific goal on quality in that it
focuses everybody’s attention on the need to demonstrate that what they are doing is
effective. The informants also believe that having a specific quality related goal
highlights the ‘need to review on an ongoing basis ’ and therefore there is a focus on
‘improvement’ and ‘effectiveness’. Informants stated that having a quality related
goal means that quality becomes inherent in the way things are done and therefore
people ‘aren ’t afraid or threatened’ by any changes that occur because they expect
that changes are going to occur.
Informant B suggests that having a quality related goal shows that quality and
strategy are aligned and that they are not happening independently of each other,
“It was important that they kind of handed together by putting quality as a goal at the very
top level of the strategy

Informant J suggests that some people in the organisation view quality issues as 'a
threat and a bureaucracy ’ and that it was essential therefore to include a quality goal
to take away the 'perceived’ threat.
Two informants (P and T) feel very strongly that there should not be a quality
related goal in the strategic plan but that it should be an ‘inherent’ part of 'all’ the
goals. In fact, they suggest that by including a quality related goal, suspicions are
raised,
“Having one (a goal) entirely about quality, it would make people suspicious about why we
needed one

Although four informants support the idea of having a quality related goal, there was
no discussion around the importance of including, in that goal, details on quality
processes or systems that would bring effect to that goal.
Planning for Quality in Institutional Reviews
Davies (2004) argues that the external stimulus of quality review has led
many HEIs to move towards a quality culture. An external audit is a positive internal
3
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driver for improving quality much like assessment is used to improve student
learning (Scott and Hawke 2003). Thom concluded that self study may not address
all internal issues unless accompanied by external intervention (Thom 2003). The
question surrounding how Irish HEIs plan for quality was further investigated
through assessing the institutional review reports but more specifically the expert
panel reports from the lOT and University Institutional Reviews.
The Institutional Reviews examine the extent to which HEIs plan for, develop
and maintain quality assurance processes. Ideally the Institutional Reviews carried
out at each HEI provide a rigorous, subjective and honest evaluation of the quality
assurance processes in place. As part of Institutional Review, the Reports from the
Expert Panel demonstrate the level to which lOTs have put mechanisms in place to
ensure that quality assurance frameworks meet each of the seven elements of Part
One of the European Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance. Where an
lOT or University has demonstrated exemplary quality assurance procedures the
Expert Panel gives 'commendations’. Otherwise the Expert Panel provides
'recommendations ’ to the institution to assist them in making improvements to the
quality assurance systems in place. An analysis of the Reports from the Expert Panel
indicates where the strengths of Irish HEIs lie in planning for quality and highlights
the areas where Irish HEIs need improvement.
At the time of writing, six lOTs have undergone Institutional Review. Each
of the six lOTs was commended for adopting and operating quality assurance
procedures in accordance with the seven elements of Part One of the European
Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance. The Report of the Expert Panel
deemed each of the six lOTs to have quality assurance procedures in place that are
either 'effective’ or ‘generally effective’. lOTs were commended for more specific
elements of their quality assurance procedures and similarly some recommendations
were made. The commendations are summarised in Table 5.7. The analysis shows
that the Expert Panel commended six lOTs for the level of student support provided,
“The panel commends the Institute for the evolving role of the Centre for Learning and
Teaching and the supports it provides to staff and students ” (lOT M),
“The positive attitude of staff on the supportive nature of its relationship with students” (lOT
A).

lOT A was also commended for the level of student representation on quality
committees.
3
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"The support mechanisms in place for students and the policy of providing student
representation on all quality committees" (lOT A).

Although the lOT was commended for student representation on quality committees,
the report does not state whether the feedback provided by students was incorporated
in any way to change practices.
Three lOTs were commended for the supports provided to staff; one of the key
supports noted was in the area of CPD,
"The Institute provides an excellent range of training and development opportunities for its
staff (lOTJ).

The attention given to records and documentation of the quality assurance processes
was commended at one institution. The implementation of quality assurance
procedures is a matter that would ideally be commended at each of the six
institutions but it was praised at one institution,
"The panel commends the Institute for the significant development in relation to
implementation of Quality Assurance” (lOT M).

Table 5.7 Expert panel commendations
lOT
M, A, J,
D, I,C
M, J, D
D,I
D
M
M
A
A

Commendations
Supports provided to students; The staff/student mentoring system
Supports provided to staff e.g. CPD
Embraced a learning outcomes approach for its programmes
Attention given to records and documentation of the QA processes
Implementation of QA procedures
Rigorous tools used for measuring the extent to which QA procedures are being
followed
Student representation on quality committees
Mechanisms in place for the review of programmes

A number of recommendations were also put forward by the Expert Panel. The
recommendations are summarised in Table 5.8. It was noted in Table 5.7 that the
panel commended lOTs for the range of supports provided to students but the expert
panel recommend that student feedback mechanisms need to be reviewed at five
lOTs (D,J,I,A,C),
"Review its current system for all aspects of student feedback... Effective student feedback
systems are a critical component of a QA system in higher education ” (lOT C),
"The panel encourages the Institute to find ways of improving on the current method of
conducting student feedback... The current system could not be regarded as good practice”
(lOT I).
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There seems to be a laek of planning in obtaining adequate or in some eases any
student feedbaek. Where student feedback is not sought in an effective manner (e.g.
at these five lOTs) it cannot be used to change or inform practices. While each HEI
is required to implement the nationally agreed quality assurance system (QAl, QA2,
QA3 forms) the effectiveness of this system seems to vary. Each lecturer is required
to carry out a formal QAl form at least once a year. The lecturer summarises the
findings and presents this to the Head of Department (or equivalent) in the QA2
form. The QA3 form (evaluation of the entire course) is completed by the student
and presented to the Head of Department'. The Expert Panel noted that Institute C is
implementing the nationally agreed system (QAl, QA2 and QA3 forms) but that
there are 'shortfalls’ in the feedback system. The Panel noted issues in relation to
'closing the loop and providing follow-up information to students on their feedback
Student feedback as noted by the expert panel is a critical component of quality
assurance and should be an integral part of quality assurance in each Irish HEI.
The second most noted recommendation was that lOTs should improve staff
development opportunities,
"The panel recommends that staff development opportunities be further extended to include
an assessment of the impact of such provision on enhancing teaching and learning” (lOT J)
"The panel recommends that a mechanism he found to introduce required training for new
staff in learning and teaching, and a formal appraisal system he developed (lOT M).

An analysis of the Report of the Expert Panel indicated that three lOTs received
recommendations in relation to external examiner input,
“Review the...period of appointment for external examiners in accordance with HETAC
Effective Practice Guidelines for External Examining, 2010" (lOT C),
''The panel recommends that the Institute should address the difficulties arising from the
non-attendance of external examiners at examination hoard meetings ” (lOT J).

The following recommendations were noted in two cases in each instance: (i)
continuous review of quality assurance system (ii) use available data to inform
management in decision making. All other recommendations were noted in one
instance only.

www.hetac.ie (accessed ll'^ March 2011)
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Table 5.8 Expert panel recommendations
lOT
D , J, I, A,
C
J, I, M, C
J, I,C
J, C, A
D,M
A,C
J,M
D
D
J
J
J
I
I
A
A
A
M
M
C
C
C
C

Recommendations
R.eview student feedback mechanisms
Improve staff development opportunities; Develop / Review induction procedures
for new staff
Review external examiner input; Address the issue of non attendance of examiners
at examination boards; review the duration of appointments
Review examination patterns e.g. levels of assessment; types of assessment
Effectiveness of QA system should be reviewed continuously
Use the data stored in the MIS to better inform management and to monitor KPIs;
Use the information available to inform its decision-making
Formally evaluate the effectiveness of student services; ensure information on career
opportunities following graduation are made available
Increase the level of staff and student involved throughout the institution
Align staff development policies and procedures with institute goals; research,
innovation, technology transfer, pedagogic skills, assessment methodologies
A designated programme co-ordinator for quality assurance
Review programme monitoring arrangements to ensure student input
Website improvement needed
Appoint programme leaders for effective consideration of academic issues
Devise formal QA procedures relating to joint programme provision
Establish an institute wide ethics committee
Review prospectus presentation
Clearly outline the different approaches to programme monitoring
Undertake a risk assessment of relationship to Nanjing University
Improve choice within the curricula of programmes
Develop an introductory/summary guide to its Quality Assurance procedures
Review the main academic QA procedures to resolve discrepancies between two
campuses
Consider staffing arrangements in the careers office
Communicate the staff/student mentoring scheme and similar initiatives to all
relevant stakeholders and carry out a review of the effectiveness

As part of the lUQB Institutional Review, the quality assuranee proeedures at six
Universities were reviewed in 2004. More reeently two Universities underwent a
seeond review. The

lUQB Review proeess is different to the lOT Institutional

Reviews, focusing mainly on a critical evaluation of each University and on
providing recommendations for same. Some commendations are also provided in the
reports.

Three Universities were commended for planning and producing a

comprehensive Quality Review Process including the SER and Quality Improvement
Plan,
“The self-assessment processes are often conducted with enthusiasm and the reports are
comprehensive ” (University S)
“The SERs... appeared to be well written documents going into considerable detail regarding
the operations of the unit and the work of staff (lOT T).
3
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Two institutions were praised for the extensive quality assurance system of academic
activities,
“The Review Team acknowledges that...has an extensive Quality Assurance System of
academic activities ” (lOT Q)
“THE EVA team admires the efforts at... to create a well functioning quality review process
of academic Departments and service units across the university” (lOT O).

The quality of staff, their commitment to the quality assurance process as well as to
their dedication to teaching and research was also noted, highlighting the importance
of staff involvement in the quality process. The commendations are outlined in Table
5.9.

Table 5.9 lUQB Commendations
University
T, R, S
0,Q
O, R

o,s
R
O
O
R
S

Commendations
Attention given to records and documentation of the QA processes; Well planned
and executed Quality Review Process
Extensive QA system of academic activities: Evaluation of teaching
Use of external examiners
Commitment and quality of staff and students; High acceptance of quality reviews
and involvement of teaching and administrative staff in the process; High
accomplishments of researchers and teachers
The role of the QA office
Supports provided to students
Supports provided to staff
Student performance management
Restructuring process

The Review Team also put forward recommendations to each university. The
recommendations are summarised in Table 5.9. The most common recommendation
(noted at five universities) was in relation to student feedback. It was suggested that
student feedback mechanisms need to be improved and developed at five
universities. Feedback should be sought in relation to quality assurance issues
including satisfaction with teaching and programmes,
“Improve the status of student class representatives and their involvement in quality
management" (University O)
“Develop and introduce further ways for students to provide feedback on their experience”
(University T),

This recommendation, also suggested to five lOTs following their Institutional
Review, indicates a lack of planning with regard to quality issues. The Expert panel
suggests that feedback systems appear to be poor because feedback is not used
effectively and there is often no follow through.
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“a codified system for responding to feedback and for closing the feedback loops be
established" (lOT D)

Student feedback is fundamental in assisting the organisation to gauge their
performance levels (Scott 1995). Van der Knaap (1995) argues that no learning can
take place if feedback is not sought and used. The Expert Panels suggest a number of
ways to improve feedback:
1.

Ensure students are aware of the feedback systems in place;

2.

The independent issuing and collection offeedback forms to and from students (e.g. by a
central office or by the Head of School);

3.

Online versions offeedback forms where relevant (ensuring anonymity);

4.

The possibility of using a representative sample of modules as opposed to all modules;

5.

Adapt the nationally agreed feedback system e.g. QAl, QA2 and QA3 forms where
necessary;

6.

Mechanisms to provide feedback to students on any actions taken.

The Review Team also put forward a recommendation that an MIS system needed to
be developed at three universities that would be used to feed into the quality
assurance process,
"Put in place a fully integrated management information system, and use it as a basis for
strategic management and change" (University P)

A similar recommendation was put forward at two lOTs (A,C) where it was
suggested that the data stored in the MIS system should be used to better inform
management and to inform decision making,
Enhance the information available to inform its decision-making by focusing more on
outcomes (lOT C).

Knowledge about potential student numbers and demographics of the area could
provide a HEI with a competitive advantage if the knowledge was used effectively.
It is interesting that a recurring recommendation in both sectors related to the
lack of effective student feedback systems. This is a major weakness in any quality
assurance system.
Explicitly linking strategic planning and quality assurance
This section investigates specific recommendations made by expert review
panels in relation to integrating strategy and quality systems. The effectiveness of
the quality assurance process was questioned at two lOTs during Institutional
Review.
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“The panel recommends that the effectiveness of the quality assurance system would
continue to he kept under review with particular emphasis on the seven elements of the
European Guidelines ” (lOT D)
“The panel recommends that the Institute now refocuses its reflections towards obtaining
and considering... that the QA procedures lead to enhancement of provision and are fit for
purpose ” (lOT M)

The Expert Panel also reeommended that three Universities (0,P,R) need greater
diseussion with Academic Council and Governing Body when formulating the next
strategic plan. The Expert Panel suggested that Academic Council contribute to the
development of the next strategic plan, that the Governing Authority are consulted on
the first draft and that there is discussion in the Governing Body about the strategic
vision.
The Review Team suggested that improvements in quality assurance
processes were needed at three Universities (P,R,T). The panel suggested that the
universities would benefit from greater alignment between the quality review process
and strategic planning,
a more explicit link by the university executive between the QRP outcomes and strategic
management (is needed)” (University T)

The Review Team recommended that the results of the QA/QI should be used to
support strategic planning,
“Use the QA/Ql process and results, together with an increased institutional research
capacity, to support strategic planning and actions ” (University R)

The Review Team suggested that better feedback systems should be in place,
“There would currently appear to be few, if any, links between evaluation initiatives in the
institutes and the university-wide QA/Ql process ...One concrete activity would be to analyse
all the QA/Ql reports ...and to feed this information into the work of the Centre itself’
(University R)

The Review Team also recommended that universities P, R, T increase the alignment
between quality assurance processes and institutional decision making,
“Ensure that the results of QA/Ql activities are fed into the wider institutional decision
making Processes ” (University R)

Interestingly University T has recently been involved in a second Institutional
Review and the same recommendation was presented again by the Expert Panel
indicating that the feedback from the previous review was not taken on board. It was
recommended that University T should use the reports from the first institutional
review to inform the second institutional review.
“Use relevant reports from the first round of quality review as good background documents
for the second round, to ensure that this builds on the previous outcomes” (University T).
.5
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This shows a lack of integration between quality assurance and strategic planning.
The panel recommended that University T should use reports from the first quality
review to inform planning,
‘‘Use relevant reports from the first round of quality review as good background documents
for the second round, to ensure that this builds on the previous outcomes” (University T)

The effectiveness of the quality assuranee process is under question at two
universities as the Review Group suggested that the universities in question should
reduee the length of time spent on the quality review eyele,
‘‘Reduce the overall length of the quality cycle to match that of the strategic planning cycle.
Six years is too long” (University T)

It was also suggested that there should be an increased foeus on analytical rather than
on descriptive material.

Table 5.10 lUQB Recommendations
University
0,T,R,Q,S
T, R, P, Q
T, R,P

O, T,R
O, R,0
T, R,P
O, R,P
O, R,P
T, R
T, R
T, R
0
T
R
R
O
P

Recommendations
Increase the level of student feedback e.g. satisfaction with teaching and courses.
Inform students of the actions taken as a result of feedback; Increase student
representation in quality management (and on course boards)
Establish a broader student profile (international students, research students)
Align the quality review process with the strategic processes; use the QA/Ql
processes and results, to support strategic planning and actions; Ensure the results
of the QA/QI activities are fed into the wider institutional decision making
processes; Use relevant reports from the first round of quality for the second round,
to ensure that this builds on the previous outcomes
Clear understanding about the responsibilities for follow-up and quality
improvement after evaluations
Greater flexibility and transparency in resource allocation
Develop strategic alliances
Tailor MIS system and use the system to feed into QA processes and support
strategic needs
Ensure Academic Council can contribute to the development of the next strategic
plan and that the Governing Authority are consulted on the first draft; Ensure
discussion in the Governing Body of the strategic vision
Develop an explicit mission statement outlining succinctly what the university is
trying to do
Implement modularisation fully including ECTS; Focus on desired learning
outcomes
Reduce the length of the quality review cycle to match that of the strategic planning
cycle; Greater focus on analytical rather than descriptive material
Establish an institutional research office
Introduce a system of performance appraisal of staff
Build up more postgraduate research-based programmes
Introduce new teaching and learning approaches
Establish a schedule for reviews for the next three years
Include more external reviewers on the peer review groups

There were many additional recommendations made including changes that
need to be made in relation to: resource alloeation; strategie allianees; development
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of a succinct mission statement; modularisation; teaching and learning and external
examiners. Recommendations made in relation to strategic planning and quality
assurance are discussed in further detail in the following sections.

In summary

however, expert review panel recommendations in both sectors related to all aspects
of quality assurance systems (e.g. feedback, follow up on recommendations, link to
decision making etc.).
It is difficult to compare quality between sectors and also between
institutions. The range of commendations and reeommendations vary greatly
between them. Furthermore, the headings used in the reviews of lOTs and
Universities differ, making them less eomparable. Nevertheless, external review is
still regarded as a fundamental element of quality assurance in HEls (Davies 2004;
Scott and Hawke 2003; Thom 2003; Senge 1990).
5.4.3 Summary - Planning for Quality

In eonclusion there was limited explicit reference to quality in the mission
statements and vision statements of HEIs but there was a stronger reference to
quality in the strategic goals of the HEIs. There was also poor reference to quality
processes that would deliver on quality matters in vision, mission and goal
statements. This suggests that Institutions either do not differentiate between quality
and quality systems, or did not delve into detail at this point in their planning.
Implicit reference to quality was strong overall with quality being implicit in the
mission statements, vision statements and goals. It is possible that a strong explicit
reference to quality indicates a tendency to plan for quality systems. Attitude to
quality was however poorly articulated in other documentation such as programmatic
reviews, student handbooks etc. Nevertheless, it could be argued that if quality
processes already exist, have been externally reviewed and are considered to comply
with the standards expected from the reviewing agencies, then perhaps there is no
need to have anything about quality in either the mission or vision statements. Where
there is perhaps more cause for concern is where HEIs didn’t mention quality
processes in the strategic plan and received negative or ‘improve’ comments in the
institutional review.
Each HEI received a number of recommendations from Expert Panels which
again highlighted weaknesses in terms of quality procedures. Recommendations
included: reviewing student feedback mechanisms; improving staff development
.5
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opportunities; developing and using effective MIS systems and reviewing external
examiner procedures. Although each University and lOT received a number of
commendations e.g. in relation to student and staff support, this suggests that quality
assurance procedures are well established in those areas.

The recurring

recommendation in relation to student feedback systems is a cause for significant
concern however.
Since quality assurance is embedded, and required, and subject to external
review it is not surprising that HEIs plan for quality. Where an issue can arise is
where quality assurance is so deeply embedded in HEIs that it takes precedence over
strategic planning. The following section assesses whether the feedback obtained
Irom quality assurance procedures is used effectively to make improvements, inform
change and consequently to inform strategic planning.
5.5 How does the Quality Assurance system inform strategic planning?
The level of integration between strategy and quality can be assessed by
referring to Question Three of the Institutional Evaluation Programme of the EUA,
‘how does the institution know it works?This section focuses not only on the level
and nature of feedback of the quality systems in place but also on how feedback is
used to inform strategic planning at the HEIs.
An analysis of the first round interviews, as discussed in Chapter Four,
highlighted the lack of alignment between strategic planning and quality. Only two
of the fourteen informants provided what the author deemed was relevant examples
of the integration of strategic planning and quality assurance. Six informants openly
admitted that strategic planning and quality assurance are not integrated.
In an attempt to investigate further the extent of alignment between strategic
planning and quality assurance and to demonstrate whether reports and reviews are
used to generate feedback into the quality assurance system, seven informants
(during the second round interviews) were asked to provide specific examples of
how the institution makes the alignment between strategy and quality. The ability to
provide evidence of the integration of quality and strategy should help outline
whether an alignment takes place or not. When asked for evidence of an alignment
between strategy and quality, each informant provided a response but only four
responses provided some degree of proof that there was an alignment in place.
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Informant B gave an example of how strategic planning and quality are
aligned. The example given relates to a goal in the strategic plan on improving the
services available such as an ‘IT and modularisation project

Feedback from staff

and students highlighted dissatisfaction with the way in which modules and academic
programmes were presented. As part of the quality assurance process, a new webbased application was developed and launched. The idea behind this was to create a
consistent approach to how academic programs are created, so as academic programs
could be articulated much more clearly to stakeholders. The end result was a web
page that students could go to and that guidance counselors could use. The Institute
was also able to showcase it to employers who were looking for courses for their
employees, both short-courses and long-courses. The new system enabled people to
choose modules as they wished and to therefore have them developed as a course.
The end result was modularisation and an improved service for all stakeholders. The
feedback obtained from students and staff as part of the quality assurance process
was used to inform the objectives of the strategic plan. It is noteworthy that
informant B in the first round interviews stated that strategic planning and quality
assurance were not aligned and stated that ‘our quality assurance processes are
bordering on the non-existent
Informant C also gave an example, in the area of finance, to demonstrate an
alignment between strategic planning and quality assurance. As part of the quality
assurance system issues were raised with regard to future finances. During an interim
review the Institute added two new goals to the strategic plan, one relating to
'government legislation and management ’ and the other related to 'finances

The

objectives relating to the finance goal seek to increase financial resources from state
and non-state sources. A key area is the new development of ‘a foundation ’ to
generate non-state finances. This consists of some benefactors and some successful
alumni who are asked if there is any particular project or any particular cause that
they might embrace. This is not an area that would have had major importance in the
past but which now is being given more attention. This example shows how the
quality assurance system can bring an issue to the fore and how the issue can then be
incorporated into the strategic plan as part of the feedback loop.
Informant P discusses the alignment between the research strategy and
quality. A ‘research quality review ’ was carried out at the institution over the last
twelve months. This was, for the most part, carried out by an 'international peer
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review ’ with the emphasis being on quality at all times. A scoring mechanism was
used and although the results have not yet been published it was considered to be
extremely robust. It is envisaged that the outcomes of this self study will be
incorporated into the next strategic plan and demonstrating an alignment between
strategic planning and quality assurance. The Expert Panel reports from the
Institutional Reviews clash with informant opinions at Universitiy P, the panel
recommended that the universities needed to use the QA/QI processes and results to
support strategic planning and actions,
“Formulate an overview from the results of the QR process and use this as a strategic tool
for the development ofpriorities... link... strategic planning, restructuring and Quality Review
- in order to ensure greater coherence and better understanding of these across the
university” (University P).

5.6 Summary
The level of integration between strategic planning and quality in Irish HEIs
seems quite weak overall. Although six HEIs provided examples of where the
integration occurs, it would seem from the Reports of the Expert Panels that many
HEIs are not using quality assurance processes to feed into strategic planning and
therefore to improve and develop as they should. The Reports from the Expert Panels
suggest that in some HEIs strategic planning and quality assurance are treated as two
completely separate processes that develop in parallel with each other with little or
no integration between the two. It is clear that much more needs to be done in order
to develop an alignment between quality and strategy. There was limited explicit
reference to quality in the mission statements and vision statements of HEIs but there
was a stronger reference to quality in the strategic goals of the HEIs. There was also
poor reference to quality processes that would deliver on quality matters in vision,
mission and goal statements which suggests that Institutions either do not
differentiate between quality and quality systems, or did not delve into detail at this
point in their planning.
Quality assurance is a central force in HEIs and is well grounded in
legislation. Strategic planning has also become an influential force and co-exists with
quality assurance processes. The EUA Institutional Evaluation Programme (outlined
in Chapter Two) attempts to integrate these processes. A research study that ignores
quality assurance systems in higher education would not be addressing higher
education management and in that context Chapter Five examined the level of
alignment between strategy and quality in Irish HEIs and answers RQ2.
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Chapter Five investigated two fundamental questions; 1. What is the
institution trying to do? and 2. How does the institution know it works? These
questions have their foundations finnly rooted in research conducted by EUA.
Chapter Five noted that quality assurance is embedded in Irish legislation and also in
Irish HEIs. Irish HEIs are cognisant of quality matters and make a conscious effort to
plan for quality. It is not necessarily the effectiveness of the quality systems that are
under question but the lack of process management (e.g. the evaluation and feedback
gained from the quality assurance processes). The apparent gap in the feedback loop
between quality and strategy is noteworthy. HEIs are not capitalising on the benefits
that such a feedback system may provide or on the organisational learning that could
improve the integration of strategy and quality.
Chapter Six considers the findings from both Chapter Four and Chapter Five
and proposes ways in which a strategic planning and evaluation framework could be
developed to better serve the needs of the Irish HEIs.
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6.0 Introduction

Chapter Six considers the key conclusions arising from the study.

The

conclusions are based on a review of the strategic planning process in Irish HEIs and
derive from the findings and implications of answering the research questions.
Recommendations

for

further research

are presented

and

the reliability,

generalisability, objectivity and validity of the research are assessed.
6.1 Strategic planning in Irish HEIs

The starting position for this research was that, in the late 1990’s, no Irish
HEI had a documented strategic plan. Within ten years all had undergone at least
one iteration of a strategic planning process. In the early 2000’s, Irish HEIs would
have had to rely heavily on the experiences of a small number of international HEIs,
the wider public sector or the corporate sector for guidance on strategic planning. At
the time criteria or guidelines which shed light on how this should be done did not
exist. This is brought sharply into focus if one compares it to well elaborated quality
assurance frameworks such as the European Standards and Guidelines (ENQA 2005)
and other national quality assurance frameworks.
6.1.1 Approaches to strategy development

The deliberate decision to produce a documented strategic plan suggests that
either a Classical or Systemic approach to strategy development was adopted
(Whittington 2001). A key finding from the research is that the rational strategic
planning model was explicitly used by over one third of the Institutions with the
remaining institutions using models that exhibited the characteristics of rational
strategic planning. This places the approaches taken by all Irish HEIs firmly in the
Classical (‘Masters of the Universe’) quadrant of Whittington’s approaches to
strategy development (Mintzberg’s Strategy as Design). This provided a framework
by which to analyse the strategic planning processes in use in Irish HEIs.
It is clear that Irish HEIs are cogniscant of the importance of strategic
planning in terms of the provision of funding and meeting the leglislative
requirement, which appears to have been the initial impetus for strategic planning. It
is also clear that, once the process has been established, most HEIs see its advantages
in providing direction and vision.
A surprising finding was that only one third of informants demonstrated an
awareness of alternative strategic planning models. Only one quarter of Institutions
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evaluated different models prior to selecting one for their own context. Although
Institutions appeared to have learned from past experience, and made modifications
to their process, none of them questioned the fundamental approach to strategy
development and classical/Strategy as Design approaches continued for second and
susbequent iterations.
The selection of a strategic planning model was influenced in at least four
cases by external consultants. In these cases external consultants appear to have
assisted HEIs in all aspects of the strategic planning process including facilitating
stakeholder involvement and determining a suitable strategic planning process.
Relying on consultants to select and/or design strategic planning models, which may
or may not have exposure to the culture of higher education, may give cause for
concern however. In one Institution for example, an external consultant was brought
in to ‘point out objectives and goals’ and it is debatable as to whether this oversteps
the mark. In the remaining Institutions, the strategic planning process was managed
in-house. One interviewee noted that an in-house process was miore conducive to
staff involvement and gave a greater sense of ownership of the plan. The use of
external consultants can certainly be beneficial for lOTs and Universities in that they
may provide expert advice and opinions. However, an over-reliance on external
consultants may have negative consequences and may suggest a lack of commitment
of the HEIs to the strategic planning process. There seems to be an over-reliance
among Irish HEIs on external consultants and this can lead to a number of issues
relating to ownership of the plan, staff involvement and commitment and corporate
strategies applied to the higher education sector.
Aside from the classical/strategy as design approach, in the framework
outlined in the literature review, there are at least three other possible approaches to
strategy development:
Experience/Processualist

Strategy as Ideas/Evolutionary approaches; Strategy as
approaches

and

Strategy

as

Discourse/Systemic

approaches. No institution appeared to explicitly consider how strategic planning
might be undertaken, at least in part, by their institutional review process. This
approach to strategy development could be considered Processualist/Strategy as
Experience. Although the components of both strategic planning and institutional
review, and the methods by which they are undertaken, are different, at a simple
level there is an argument that both have similar purposes. The contention here is
that there is at least enough overlap to merit their integration at component level.
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Overall there appears to have been a lack of rigour in the selection, design
and evaluation of strategic planning models and this finding has significance. Only
four institutions undertook an evaluation of strategic planning models prior to
initiating the planning process. Although Institutions appeared to have learned from
past experience, none of them questioned the fundamental approach to strategy
development and classical/Strategy as Design approaches continued for second and
subsequent iterations. The findings suggest that insufficient attention is being paid to
the selection and evaluation of strategic planning models by Irish HEIs. The
proportion of HEIs who do not examine alternative models for use in their context is
high.
6.1.2 The purpose of strategic planning

Given the predominance of the rational approach to strategy development, it
is significant that slightly less than half of HEIs did not document a future vision
statement as part of the process. This is not to say that a vision was not developed
but the process of writing a vision statement down in a manner which can be
communicated to stakeholders is arguably a critical component of a strategic plan. It
is possible also that in early iterations the mission statement serv'ed a dual purpose or
that the Institution relied upon well articulated goals to define its vision for the
future. Seven of the eleven HEIs that revised their mission statements in the last
decade documented a vision statement as part of their strategic planning process
which indicates a growing realisation of the difference between mission and vision.
There were mixed views on whether the vision was unique or distinctive and
there is a more fundamental question as to how HEIs assess whether their visions are
unique unless they are systematically engaged in a robust competitor analysis.
Strategic planning models in Irish Higher Education in future may need to include a
more explicit emphasis on the development of distinctive missions within the sector,
which implies that greater knowledge of other HEIs is required. This is an important
consideration for the future as the National Strategy for Higher Education (HEA
2011) proposes that each institution should be differentiated and envisages a sector
with diverse missions. It states that
“The (HE) system needs to evolve within a clear framework that is aimed at developing a
coherent set of higher education institutions, each of significant strength, scale and capacity
and with complementary and diverse missions that together meet individual, enterprise and
societal needs” (HEA 2011).
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The formation of regional clusters within the Irish higher education sector suggests
that a HEl may need to be unique or at the very least distinctive within that regional
cluster.
The mission statement was taken as a proxy for the actual mission as
perceived by the HEl. The hypothesis used was that the greater the involvement and
discussion about institutional mission the greater the importance of mission to Irish
HEIs. An analysis of the strategic plans shows that by the end of the decade all HEIs
had documented a mission statement and one third revised it in second and
subsequent iterations of the plan. It can be seen that many of the revised institutional
mission statements are now more focused and more distinctive, whilst noting the
limitation that Irish HEIs are required to operate within a legislative framework and
are not permitted to undertake any major changes unless it is permitted under
legislation.

Legislative mission clearly had an impact on institutional mission as

would be expected.
It is possible however to make a HEl distinctive by emphasising aspects of
the mission or carrying out the work in a distinctive way. The reasons provided by
informants for the revision of a mission statement was to provide more focus and
improve staff involvement. There is limited reference to the changes in the external
environment initiating a review of mission. For example one might consider major
milestones such as the change in status from Regional Technical College to Institute
of Technology, the Delegation of Authority to make awards or major changes in the
environment such as the National Strategy for Higher Education as natural triggers to
reconsider institutional mission, if only to confirm that the existing mission remains
valid. In addition, two HEIs revised their mission statement outside of their strategic
planning process which could lead to a disconnect between the mission and strategic
goals if not carefullly monitored.
An analysis of the strategic plans and the interview results showed that all
Irish HEIs considered the external environment when undertaking their strategic
planning process which is encouraging. Each strategic plan has evidence of the
consideration of external influences with each plan having a reference in some
capacity to international, political, economic, socio-cultural and technological issues.
In the absence of a national strategy for higher education HEIs had to interpret the
environment for themselves and interestingly the 'political’ influence was the most
common external influence taken into account when undertaking the strategic
planning process, followed by social and economic factors. It is interesting that no
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Cluipicn- Si.\

Conclusions and Reconunendations

Strategic plan anticipated the dramatic downturn in the Irish economy in the latter
part of the decade. An examination of the strategic plans showed that all HEIs had
reference to internal factors such as strengths, weaknesses, opportunities or threats.
It is very telling that the most common internal factor in the development of the
strategic plan is resources. It could be argued therefore that the explicit emphasis on
resources suggests that the plans are realistic rather than aspirational (or perhaps
inspirational?).
The strategic planning process was examined from the perspective of whether
it resulted in goals and objectives that were linked to the vision, that addressed issues
raised in the internal and external analysis and that were appropriate, realistic and
achievable was examined.

The analysis suggests a clear alignment between

institutional mission, vision and strategic goals. The mission statements and vision
statements are very broad and cover a multitude of areas which means that it is
virtually impossible for a mission statement to not cover each goal. What is less
obvious from an analysis of the strategic plans is how a HEI prioritises between these
goals. One would expect that research for example is of more importance to the
university sector than the Institute of Technology sector however this is not evident
in the mission/vision statements or strategic plans for example, or in the processes
that led to them.

The strategic choice component of the model appears to be

underdeveloped.
The relevance of a strategic plan depends to a large extent upon the
appropriateness of the goals and objectives. Many of the informants suggested that
the goals were appropriate as they were all encompassing which contradicts Porter’s
contention that organisations should avoid ‘being all things to all people’ and focus
their strategies on differentiation instead (Porter 1985).
Although the implementation and monitoring phase is beyond the scope of
the study, it is clear from the responses that the strategic planning process does have
some impact. All informants, with the exception of one, noted that internal changes
had taken place as a result of the strategic planning process. The spectrum of the
internal changes that have resulted from the strategic planning process is wide and
varied. It is difficult to assess whether some of these changes would have taken
place without a strategic planning process but perhaps the strategic planning
amplified them.
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6.1.3 The strategic planning process

Irish HEIs see staff involvement as the most important type of stakeholder
involvement. Many HEIs were also cognisant of inviting students to become
involved in the strategic planning process. The lack of engagement with industry,
unions and community is noteworthy however, particularly given the objectives of
the new national strategy for higher education. HEIs could benefit from
incorporating a wider range of perspectives and expertise when undertaking their
strategic planning process. In addition it might be worthwhile to take a stakeholder
view of the process e.g. rather than focusing on what the institution wants to do, to
place the focus on what the stakeholder needs the institution to do.
The importance of involving all stakeholders in strategic planning has been
highlighted by many authors (Johnson et al. 2005; Kippenberger 1998; Parkes 2006).
An interesting area for further research would be to examine how stakeholder
involvement could be improved in Irish HEIs as well as an examination into the most
appropriate and effective ways to involve stakeholders in strategic planning. An
improved sense of commitment and ownership may lead to more effective
implementation of the strategic plan.
6.1.4 Integration of strategy and quality

Two main issues when aligning strategy and quality were considered namely (i)
how does the Institution plan for quality? and (ii) how does the quality assurance
system inform the strategic plan?. There was limited explicit reference to quality in
the mission statements and vision statements of HEIs but there was a stronger
reference to quality in the strategic goals of the HEIs. There was also poor reference
to quality processes that would deliver on quality matters in vision, mission and goal
statements which suggests that Institutions either do not differentiate between quality
and quality systems, or did not delve into detail at this point in their planning.
Implicit reference to quality was strong overall with quality being implicit in the
mission statements, vision statements and goals. Perhaps a strong explicit reference
to quality indicates a tendency to plan for quality systems. Attitude to quality was
however poorly articulated in other documentation such as programmatic reviews,
student handbooks etc. Nevertheless, it could be argued that if quality processes
already exist, have been externally reviewed and are considered to comply with the
standards expected from the reviewing agencies, then perhaps there is no need to
have anything about quality in either the mission or vision statements. Where there is
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perhaps more cause for concern is where HEIs didn’t mention quality processes in
the strategic plan and received negative or ‘improve’ comments in the institutional
review.
Each HEl received a number of recommendations from Expert Panels which
again highlighted weaknesses in terms of quality procedures. Recommendations
included: reviewing student feedback mechanisms; improving staff development
opportunities; developing and using effective MIS systems and reviewing external
examiner procedures. Although each University and lOT received a number of
commendations e.g. in relation to student and staff support, this suggests that quality
assurance procedures are well established in those areas. Since quality assurance is
embedded, and required, and subject to external review it is not surprising that HEIs
plan for quality. Where an issue can arise is where quality assurance is so deeply
embedded in HEIs that it takes precedence over strategic planning.
Irish HEIs are very cognisant of quality matters and make a conscious effort
to plan for quality. It is not necessarily the effectiveness of the quality systems that
are under question but the process management of quality assurance and strategic
planning processes. The apparent gap in the feedback loop between quality and
strategy is noteworthy. HEIs are not capitalising on the benefits that such a feedback
system may provide or on the organisational learning that could improve the
integration of strategy and quality.
6.2 Recommendations for Irish HEIs

A number of specific recommendations are put forward as key outcomes
from this research relating to themes such as alignment to national strategy,
approaches to strategy development, integration of strategy and quality and the
involvement of stakeholders in strategic planning.
6.2.1 Alignment to National Strategy

The alignment between national priorities, higher education strategy and
legislative mission needs to be monitored. The recent publication of the National
Strategy for Higher Education is a very topical issue and is likely to have a lasting
impact on the national priorities. It remains to be seen whether the National Strategy
for Higher Education is a one-off document or whether the aspiration to improve the
alignment between national priorities and higher education strategy (e.g. enhanced
role of HEA, prioritised funding) will continue into the future (HEA 2011).
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Irish HEIs are governed by a variety of international polieies and national
polieies and legislation. To prevent mixed messages being portrayed to HEIs, it is
erueial that there is alignment between each of these policies. A greater alignment
would bring greater unity and strength for the future and would lead to less confusion
as to which policy is more important for Ireland as a whole. There is an argument
that in certain circumstances high level policy changes should be intepreted once for
the entire sector rather than having twenty individual insitutions develop their own
responses, which appears to be the intention of the new national strategy.
“Higher education institutions are required by legislation to prepare strategic development
plans setting out their aims for the operation and development of their institution and their
strategy for achieving these aims... The quality of institutional strategic planning has
improved greatly in recent years... The National Strategy for Higher Education set out in this
document provides a coherent national framework within which the individual higher
education institutions ’ strategic plans can fit ’’ (HEA 2011).

The success of an organisation may be largely determined by the environment
in which it operates or how it responds to this environment (Johnson and Scholes
2002; Murk et al. 1998). The ability of a HEl to take account of the external
environment is of significant importance to the strategic management process. An
analysis of the interview results and strategic plans indicated that Irish HEIs carry out
environmental scanning to assess the international, political, environmental, social
and technological impacts on them. HEIs also carryout a SWOT analysis to
anticipate

the

strengths,

weaknesses,

opportunities

and

threats

facing the

organisation. In developing a strategic plan the most noted factor for consideration
was the issue around resources. HEIs are under considerable financial pressure
particularly in the current economic climate. HEIs are faced with the challenges of
maintaining and developing new infrastructure, developing new courses and running
multi-campuses. They view political influences as the most pressing external factor,
with social and technological issues the next most significant external factors in the
strategic planning process. In light of the continued financial crisis, HEIs need to
invest a significant amount of time in taking account of the internal and external
influences facing them. Ongoing environmental scanning needs to take place to
provide context for the HEI. It also enables the institution to be more prepared and
able to deal with the threats and challenges they face. Where HEIs identify threats
and challenges, solutions and actions should be developed to combat these issues. In
undertaking a SWOT analysis and a PEST analysis, each HEI should use the results
of these processes to feed into the strategic planning process. The extent to which
this is currently taking place is limited. Perhaps HEIs would benefit from the
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incorporation of customised environmental scanning in the strategie planning
models.
A 'Strategic Dialogue ’ process is being instigated between the institutions
and the HEA. The aim of the 'strategic dialogue ’ is to assist Institutions in aligning
their institutional strategic plans to the national priorities as set out in the National
Strategy for Higher Edueation. Five areas have been prioritised for diseussion
including: Distinctiveness of Mission; National Priorities; Top key Performance
Indieators;

Regional

Higher

Education

Context

and

External

Stakeholder

Involvement. This researeh found that Irish HEIs have trouble defining unique
visions and differentiating their missions. All HEIs are governed by similar
legislation and this makes it very diffieult for them to maintain any level of true
uniqueness. An analysis of the strategic plans showed that the mission and vision
statements of HEIs, although worded differently, cover similar topies and therefore
each institution needs to make an effort to differentiate itself so as to identify its
unique selling point. This could assist the HEI in beeoming more competitive. In
doing this, institutions need to ensure that their missions are in line with the National
Strategy for Higher Education. Each HEI may need to adapt their mission to take
account of the recommendations outlined in the report. HEIs will need to take
aeeount of: planning with regional elusters; ereating distinctive missions; inereasing
collaboration; engaging with the wider community; developing and supporting
knowledge transfer etc.
The distinctiveness of mission is noted as a key area as Institutions are
encouraged to reflect on how their institution is 'distinct’ when eompared to other
Irish HEIs in an Irish eontext. Institutions are required to refleet on how they are
addressing and will address some of the national priorities e.g. increase partieipation;
aeeess;

student

experience;

research

performance;

knowledge transfer

and

community engagement. Institutions are encouraged to assess the level and nature of
stakeholder involvement in the development and implementation of the strategic
plan. The implications for the strategic planning process is that it will need greater
attention on competitor/collaborator analysis, stakeholder consultation and strategic
choice.
The National Strategy for Higher Education will also impact on the alloeation
of funding to HEIs. The aim of the new funding model is to ‘promote higher
performance and support positive change^ (HEA 2011). Funding will be linked to
the capacity of institutions to achieve strategic objectives and therefore to
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institutional performance. Some of the changes to the funding structures are already
taking place e.g. the introduction of the Recurrent Grant Allocation Scheme (RGAM)
to the lOT sector. Monitoring and evaluation is noted as important as institutions are
asked to identify the key performance indicators they use to benchmark their
institution nationally.

Institutions will need to be able to demonstrate their

performance against strategic objectives and communicate that performance to
stakeholders.
6.2.2 Approaches to strategy development and the integration of quality and strategy

The research found hat there was a lack of understanding surrounding the
concepts of strategic planning models, a reliance on external consultants, a lack of
integration between strategy and quality and also that there was a lack of focus
placed on the selection of a model in Irish HEIs.
Chapter Four highlighted a number of issues in relation to the selection of a
strategic planning model. It became clear that little attention is given to the selection
of an appropriate strategic planning model in Irish HEIs and furthermore there was a
lack of understanding of alternative strategic planning models. Most HEIs based their
strategic plans on past experience and lessons learned but this approach may hinder
innovation. While strategic planning is a legislative requirement its associated
benefits suggest the need for greater understanding of strategic planning models in
Irish HEIs. Time should to be dedicated to understanding and selecting an
appropriate, flexible and adaptive model. The strategic planning process used should
fit the culture of the institution as otherwise it may be ineffective.
Some efforts have been made to address staff training issues. In 2007/2008
the Institutes of Technology (lOTIs) and Dublin Institute of Technology (DIT)
reviewed the strategic planning processes in Irish HEIs and in a selection of HEIs
internationally with a view to integrating planning, PMDS and Partnership processes.
Following this a reference manual (Empowering Staff Through Institute Planning /
ESTIP) was developed to assist lOTs with their strategic planning process. The
reference manual also included a section on how to successfully involve staff in the
strategic planning process. Although this was a positive step in addressing staff
training needs, it may have been more beneficial to HEIs had it been available at an
earlier stage as some HEIs had embarked on a strategic planning cycle many years
earlier (lOTI and DIT 2008).
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When a strategic planning and institutional review process are effectively
managed a number of key characteristics are evident. The strategic planning and
institutional review will be well structured and thorough with an opportunity to
measure, evaluate and reflect. Both processes will present an opportunity for the
organisation to change and improve. There will be evidence of integration with
normal operations (Senge 1990) so that the organisation can assess, learn and
improve to become a ‘learning organisation ’ (Senge 1990). James (2000) argues that
the ‘process ’ is as important as the plan itself as it helps people to think strategically.
The research indicated a number of areas where the process management of strategic
planning and quality assurance need improvement. The main areas noted included:
selection of a strategic planning model; allocation of time and resources; awareness
of external environment; alignment of mission, vision, goals, quality with national
priorities and national legislation and the integration of strategic planning with
quality assurance.
Chapter Four also highlighted the issue of time and resource allocation.
James (2000) suggests that the strategic planning process needs to have a short turn
around time. One of the issues highlighted in the research was that some Irish HEIs
spend too long on strategic planning process. Where this occurs there is a danger that
the plan will become obsolete or even outdated. It is crucial that the time allocated to
the strategic planning process is appropriate to the process and to the institution.
Spending too much time on the process may increase the level of apathy towards the
process. Given that the academic year cycle is from September/October to May/June,
it may be appropriate to complete the strategic planning process during that time,
rather than over two academic years. Time allocation is a matter which should be
given explicit consideration at each institution.
Although quality assurance procedures are well established at Irish HEIs it
was found that the link between strategic planning and quality assurance was weak.
If institutions have to operate such a prescribed quality assurance framework,
perhaps there should be an onus on the designers of this framework to provide
guidelines on how this framework might integrate to strategic planning. It is
recommended that individual HEIs should make a conscious effort to ensure a link
and to integrate quality assurance procedures and strategic planning and thus
eliminate the duplication of efforts. Where an institutional self study has taken place,
it is essential that the recommendations from the Expert Panels should be
incorporated into the strategic planning process. Their recommendations provide a
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unique critical evaluation into the operations of the HEI. It is recommended that the
strategic planning process and the self study process take place in conjunction with
each other with the self study informing strategic planning.

Doing so would

minimise the duplication of effort and would maximise the use of human and
financial resources as well as time. Although the strategic planning process and self
study process are not exactly the same the high degree of overlap can maximise
efficiencies if they are fully integrated. Achieving this would assume a high level of
quality assurance as well the integration of strategic planning and quality assurance.
It could also be considered an alternative approach to strategy development (e.g.
Strategy as Experience/Processualist approaches).
It would be beneficial if the quality assurance office and the strategic
planning office work closely with one another or indeed be combined entirely. They
should constantly feed information on quality and strategy into one another and
support one another. At some Irish HEIs, the strategic planning officer and the
quality officer are the same individual which renders the integration of strategy and
quality more plausible whereas some HEIs have two separate offices with two
separate reporting lines. Where a HEI docs not have a strategic planning office or a
quality office the integration of quality and strategic planning can become more
challenging. One way to minimise or eliminate this difficulty is to assign an
appropriate individual to formulate an overview of the results of the Quality Review
process and use this to feed into the strategic planning process and to set strategic
priorities. The allocation of a specific individual creates a sense of responsibility and
ownership.
The integration of strategy and quality could also be assisted though the
adoption of a process management model such as the Institutional Evaluation
Programme of the EUA. Chapter Six outlined the role of the model in the integration
of strategy and quality. The model encourages HEIs to evaluate operations by
focusing on four key questions: What is the institution trying to do?; How is the
institution trying to do it?; How does the institution know it works?; How does the
institution change in order to improve?. The adoption of such a model is
recommended as it provides a framework for which HEIs can evaluate practices and
assess effectiveness. It encourages institutions to question practices and creates
awareness within the institutions of the changes needed, the results of which
feedback, inform and change practices.
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Quality and strategy need to be seen as one and not as two separate parts.
Staff, students and other stakeholders should be engaged with both on an ongoing
basis. It is not sufficient to involve stakeholders only at the strategic planning process
stage once every five years. To do this creates a sense that strategic planning and
quality are not linked. Information about quality and strategy matters should be
relayed to staff on a regular basis in order to create a sense of buy-in and in order to
convey the importance of each element individually and as one. If the importance of
the link between quality and strategy is not understood by each stakeholder then it is
unlikely that the link can be strengthened.
There is a great level of understanding surrounding quality matters and the
same level of attention and enthusiasm should apply to strategic planning. Where this
is the case the two processes could be linked in order to focus efforts and save time
and energy. Also it is likely that there would be a greater level of acceptance of
strategic planning if it was carried out in conjunction with quality assurance
processes. Quality should be an integral part of the strategic plan, particularly where
it needs strategic development. Currently only eight HEls have an explicit quality
related goal. Perhaps in an attempt to highlight the importance of quality to the
institution a quality-related goal should be included in all strategic plans. Having
quality related goals would show that quality and strategy are linked and that they
can be mutually beneficial if they happen together.
6.2.3 Involvement of stakeholders in strategic planning

Chapter Four showed that there was a high level of staff involvement in the
strategic planning process in Irish HEIs. Staff were involved through a variety of
methods with some institutions engaged in measuring the level of staff involvement.
Senge’s seven levels of staff commitment illustrated that staff have varying levels of
commitment to a strategic planning process. The levels of staff commitment
displayed in Irish HEIs is difficult to gauge. Many HEIs also showed a positive level
of student engagement in the strategic planning process. What was less clear was the
level of involvement and the commitment to the process. It was concluded that
further staff and student involvement could only serve to enhance the process. There
was less evidence of any significant involvement of external stakeholders in the
strategic planning process at Irish HEIs. Perhaps a more rounded and well balanced
stakeholder involvement would benefit the HEIs.
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Many authors agree that stakeholder involvement in the strategic planning
process is essential to its progress (Kippenberg 1998; Spom 2003; Johnson et al.
2005). The engagement of staff and students has been noted as particularly important
(Bimbaum 2000; Baynet et al. 2000; Allen 2003; Davies 2004; Tabatoni et al. 2004;
Henkel 2004). This research concluded that there was a high level of staff
involvement at HEIs and that there was a diverse range of staff involved such as
senior management, middle management and academic staff members. Eight HEIs
measured the percentage of staff involvement in the strategic planning process which
indicates the importance of staff involvement to them. Staff were involved in
different ways e.g. through interviews, focus groups and workshops, meetings,
presentations, questionnaires and information days. Further research is needed on the
most effective ways to engage staff in the strategic planning process. Chapter Four
provided details on Senge’s seven levels of staff commitment to the strategic
planning process. The levels ranged from those who have a sense of apathy to the
process to those who are extremely committed to the strategic planning process
(Senge 1990). Although the findings of the research indicate a high level of staff
involvement, what was less evident was the level of staff commitment to the process.
The level of staff commitment to the strategic planning process could only be
accurately estimated by contacting staff directly at each institution. This was
however beyond the scope of the research. With Senge’s theory in mind, it is
important that all efforts are made to engage staff in the strategic planning process
and to assist them in feeling committed to the process.
One way that this could take place is that the benefits and potential of
strategic planning, or the strategic objectives of the institution could be relayed to all
new staff at induction. An analysis of the interviews would suggest that this is not
taking place at any Irish HEI. The strategic objectives of the institution could be
reinforced after induction through a process such as PMDS. All planning should be
linked and integrated e.g. personal developmental plans, team development plans and
departmental plans should each feed into the strategic plan. Departmental meetings
could be used as the arena for discussing planning issues. It is vital that staff are not
just ‘represented’ on strategic planning and self study committees but that the> are
actively engaged in the process. Staff commitment could also be engenderec by
ensuring that staff have an opportunity to contribute in ways or in areas that ‘hey
have a particular interest in (e.g. some staff may be interested in financial planring.

6 /.5

Chapier Six

Conclusions and Recommendations

course development or carrying out environmental scanning). The proeess could be
constructed and implemented to facilitate such focused staff engagement.
The difficulties in obtaining staff buy-in are highlighted by Henkel (2004).
Aeademics show most loyalty to their discipline, then to their department and finally
to the institute. If Henkel’s description of the ‘inverted pyramid’ is aceurate then
strategic planning and quality assurance matters come in at third place in the average
academic’s loyalties. Henkel suggests that the freedom and level of autonomy
enjoyed by aeademies is likely to yield strong personal visions. Greater staff buy-in
can be achieved where personal visions are linked to departmental goals (which are
in turn linked to the strategic plan) and where the academic sees the link between the
two. That way aeademie staff have a sense of ownership of departmental goals and
henee of the strategic plan.
A wide range of stakeholders need to be involved in this simultaneous
process of quality and strategy. The diverse range of stakeholders (staff, students,
management and external bodies) may bring a variety of expertise. For quality and
strategy to be fully integrated stakeholders need to engage fiilly with the process, be
prepared to learn, be prepared to work and be prepared to take and respond
constructively to criticism.
It is recommended that the benefits of strategic planning should be
communicated on a regular basis to inform management, staff and other stakeholders
about the progress of the strategic plan and the direction of the organisation.
Relaying this information to stakeholders and including them in the process not only
gives them a sense of the importance of the process, but also leads to staff buy-in and
a level of ownership of the strategie planning process and the mission statement.
Information sessions may take the form of meetings, workshops and focus groups.
This information should be fed back or relayed to stakeholders (where appropriate)
and also to senior management.
Students, as a stakeholder of the institution should be an integral part of the
strategie planning and self study process. In faet institutions are required to
implement the nationally agreed quality assurance system (QAl, QA2, QA3 forms),
yet the effeetiveness of this varies. Perhaps as students are considered important in
the quality assurance process they should get the same status in the strategic planning
process.

Two-thirds of institutions involved students in the strategic planning

process yet the level and nature of student involvement was unelear as informants.
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Strategic plans and Institutional Review Reports were vague on the nature of
involvement. Students could be involved through surveys; focus groups; meetings;
seminars; presentations and infoimation sessions. Student representatives could also
be on the Governing Body or on the strategic planning groups. It is recommended
that students be actively encouraged to get involved in the strategic planning process
and self study process and that they are educated on the role of strategic planning and
self study. If the students involved had a deep appreciation of the value of strategic
planning and self study they would be more likely to engage wholly with the process.
Students would be able to provide a unique insight into how the institution is
perceived. Students could also provide an overview of the strengths and weakness of
the institution as perceived by one of the key stakeholders. This feedback would
ideally be used to inform practices and make the required changes. It is important
that students are not just ‘represented’ on strategic planning and self study
committees but that they are actively engaged in the process. Perhaps one way of
encouraging student participation is by outlining the importance of strategic planning
and self study at induction. The role of the student in creating the mission, goals and
vision of the institution should be portrayed to students to improve the chances of it
becoming part of the culture of the HEI.
The research highlighted a number of weaknesses in relation to student
feedback. It was noted that some institutions are very slow in obtaining student
feedback even though legislation requires them to do so. The mechanisms used to
obtain student feedback were questionable as was the actual use of the feedback. It is
clear that student feedback systems need to be improved but also the feedback sought
needs to be used effectively (plan and review cycle). The feedback obtained should
be used to inform decision making in relation to strategic planning and quality
assurance matters.
The research found that the level of external stakeholder involvement varied
between institutions. Johnson et al’s. (2005) summation of the importance of
involving stakeholders suggests that each HEI needs to improve the level of external
stakeholder involvement. Word of mouth is significant and therefore external
stakeholders need to be involved and informed. External stakeholders should be
explicitly involved in the strategic planning process and the self study process.
Feedback should also be sought from external stakeholders on an ongoing basis.
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6.3 Recommendations for further research
A number of areas that were beyond the scope of this research were
highlighted but where further research is warranted. One area that deserves more
attention is the impact that strategic planning has on decision making. An in-depth
case study approach could be adopted to analyse decisions taken within HEIs and to
map these decisions against the goals and objectives of the strategic plans. In
addition it would be beneficial to examine the evidence of the impact of the
effectiveness of strategic planning. This recommendation is in line with the National
Strategy for Higher Education which proposes that the allocation of funding will be
linked to the achievements of strategic objectives.
This study was based largely upon the impressions of those in senior
management positions. Staff and student insights were not accounted for. An
investigation is recommended into the student and staff perspective on strategic
planning and quality assurance. It would be worthwhile investigating their level of
understanding of each process; their sense of involvement in the process; the degree
of belief and loyalty to the process; where they feel adjustments should be made;
how leadership could better assist them. An understanding of these issues would
enable managers to address any issues that arise and therefore to create a greater staff
and student buy-in and involvement in strategic planning and quality assurance.
A variety of stakeholders may be involved in the strategic planning process
such as staff, students, unions, industry etc. but their degree of importance in the
planning process is variable. Further investigation is needed into the relative
importance of different stakeholder’s involvement. Furthermore, investigation is
needed into the methods employed to involve stakeholders and into the effectiveness
of each method. The topic of effectively engaging with stakeholders is an emerging
trend in the higher education management literature.
Measurement and evaluation of strategic planning and quality assurance pose
difficulties for each HEI. The findings from the study are limited in this area and it
would therefore be advantageous if a study was undertaken on measurement and
evaluation techniques employed in HEIs internationally and to assess their
effectiveness and applicability in other HEIs.

Demonstrating and communicating

performance against diverse and distinct missions will be a challege for all
Institutions under the new national strategy.
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6.4 Evaluation of the thesis
The criteria for reliability, validity, generalisability and objectivity against
which this study were evaluated were outlined in Chapter Three. The following
section examines the extent to which these criteria were met.
The author ensured the reliability of the study through the preservation of an
audit trail. The first and second round interviews were recorded and carefully
transcribed. During analysis, identical coding was used for each interview to ensure
consistent

interpretation.

The multidisciplinary approach

used,

drawing

on

management, philosophy and the social sciences lends itself to increasing the
reliability of the study. The research was based on the strategic plans in all but one of
Ireland’s 21 Universities and Institutes of Technology covering a ten-year period
from 2000 to 2010 and on the experiences of key managers who led the planning
processes that generated these plans. By 2010, most institutions had undertaken at
least two iterations of their strategic planning process and all had been subject to at
least one institutional review process during this timeframe. This resulted in n=43
distinct strategic planning processes providing a broad and deep basis for this study.
Qualitative research methods were used primarily. This included extensive document
analysis of strategic plans, institutional reviews and other documents.

This was

triangulated with two rounds of interviews with n=20 key informants who were
either institution Presidents, institutional Heads of Strategic Planning and/or
members of the senior management team with responsibility for strategic planning.
The validity of this study was assessed by determining the legitimacy and
authenticity of the documents used, the effectiveness and efficiency of the semistructured interviews in gathering accurate information and the precision of the data
analysis techniques used in analysing information and drawing conclusions. The
author used a wide range of literature including journal articles, books, websites,
legislation, strategic plans. Institutional Reviews and the interview data. The
interviews yielded significant, interesting and important insights that would
otherwise not have been available. The informants selected added to the validity of
the study as each informant was in a senior management position within the HEI and
had expertise in strategic planning and quality assurance issues.
The generalisibility of a study refers to its applicability to a more general
population. The larger the sample size the more significant the generalisability. This
study focused on twenty of the twenty-one HEIs representing all of lOT’s and six
universities and therefore the generalisability of the findings is strengthened. The
6
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findings of the study are untested beyond the Irish eontext. Nevertheless, the author
believes that the theory generated from the analysis of the interviews can be
considered to have excellent generalisability potential. The lOT’s and universities are
seen as a reasonably homogenous sector with similar core functions and a common
QA framework in Europe. The results of the findings may therefore not only be
generalisable across all those in Ireland but perhaps across a wider area where the
characteristics of the higher education system are similar.
Objectivity should be of major importance in any research project in order to
limit potential bias and therefore to produce results that are not skewed. The author
made every attempt possible to be objective and value free by: using the EUA
framework as a basis for interview questions; limiting the effect of personal beliefs
and feelings on the design of the research questions; evaluating the choice of
methodology used including data collection techniques; creation of an audit trail;
careful analysis of data; meticulous interpretation of data used to draw precise and
accurate conclusions. The use of triangulation of sources improves the reliability and
integrity of the results. The author has an objective standpoint on the research as she
is external to all the organisations being studied and has no direct involvement in the
processes.

She doesn’t have a management background or prior experience in

strategic planning in higher education.
Every attempt was made by the author to analyse and assess the criteria
suggested by prominent authors in the field (Yin 1994; Miles and Huberman 1994;
Patton 2002; Easterby-Smith et al. 2003; Bryman 2004) in terms of how best to
improve the reliability, validity, generalisability and objectivity of a research project.
The author used the suggested criteria at every opportunity in an attempt to produce a
reliable, replicable, valid, credible, generalisable, objective and impartial piece of
work.
6.5 Concluding Comments
If Higher Education Institutions are to fulfill their potential and serve the
needs of all their stakeholders, then their institutional management capacity must be
effective and responsive to changes in the environment.

Strategic planning is an

integral part of the management of modem higher education institutions worldwide.
The experiences of strategic planning of 20 higher education institutions in Ireland
over a ten year period from 2000 to 2010 have been including the approach taken to
strategy development and the planning models used. It is hoped that this research
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may assist HEIs in considering their planning and review proeesses holistically. A
contribution to the literature was made by investigating the experiences of strategic
planning in a national system of higher education, by providing illumination on the
reasons why and how Irish higher education Institutes engaged with strategic
planning over a ten year period. The growing expertise and confidence of HEIs with
strategic planning over the ten year period is evident however the findings raise
fundamental questions in relation to the approach to strategy development in higher
education and the appropriateness of the models used.

6 21

Bibliography

Allen, D. K. (2003). Organisational Climate and Strategic Change in Higher
Education: Organisational insecurity. Higher Education 46(1); 61-92.
Ansoff, I. (1990). Implanting Strategic Management. New York ; Prentice Hall.
Argyris, C. and D. A. Schon (1996). Organisational learning 11. Reading, MA,
United States : Addison-Wesley.
Atkinsoii-drosjcan. .1.. (1. (ji'osjean. ct al. (2()()()). Measiuiug the iiiiniea.surcihle:
Parado.xes of accounlahility and the inipac ts of pei'forinanee indic-ators on lihend
ediiealKjn in (\inada, Ilinnanilies and Social Science hdundalion of (\inada.

Aubyn, M. et al., 2009. European Economy : Study on the efficiency and effectiveness of
public spending on tertiary education, European Commission Directorate-General
for Economic and Financial Affairs Publications. Brussels, Belgium : European
Commission.
Bayenet, B., C. Feola, et al. (2000). Strategic management of Universities:
Evaluation policy and policy evaluation. Higher Education Management 12 (2): 6580.
Bennis, W. (1994). Becoming a Leader. Boston : Addison-Wesley.
Bergen Communique (2005). The European Higher Education Area - Achieving the
Goals. Communique of the Conference of European Ministers Responsible for
Higher Education. Bergen, Norway ; European Commission.
Bimbaum, R. (1992). How academic leadership works - Understanding success and
failure in the college presidency. San Francisco, United States, Jossey Bass.
Bimbaum, R. (2000). The life cycle of academic management fads. Journal of Higher
Education 71(1): 1-16.
Blaxter, L., C. Hughes, et al. (2006). How to Research. Berkshire, England : Open
University Press.
Boyer, E. (1990). Scholarship reconsidered: Priorities of the professoriate.
Princeton, New Jersey, United States : Carnegie Foundation.
Bmton, M. J. (1987). University Planning and Management in Conditions of
Complexity and Uncertainty. Higher Education Quarterly 41(4): 373-389.
Bryman, A. (2004). Social Research Methods. New York, US : Oxford University
Press.
Campbell, D. and J. M. Russo (1999). Social Experimentation. California, USA :
Thousand Oaks, Sage.
Carr, A., R. Durant, et al. (2004). Emergent Strategy Development, Abduction and
Pragmatism: New Lessons for Corporations. Human Systems Management 23(2):
79-91.

Clark, B. R. (2004). Sustaining Change in Universities: Continuities in Case Studies
and Concepts. Tertiary Education and Management 9(2): 99-116.
CHI PS. 2()()(), ///(
l.ui'opc..

I'moU

mid impact oi liivhcr lA/iication (jovcrnancc Reform ^/c/'o.v.s

Coghlan, D. (2007). Insider action research: opportunities and challenges.
Management Research News 30(5): 335-43.
Cohen, L., L. Manion, et al. (2000). Research Methods in Education. London,
England : Routeledge.
Conway, T., S. Mackay, et al. (1994). Strategic Planning in Higher Education: Who
are the Customers?. International Journal of Educational Management 8(6): 29-36.
Courtney, H. (2003). Decision-Driven Scenarios for Assessing Four Levels of
Uncertainty. Strategy and Leadership 31(1): 14-22.
Davies, J. (2004). Cultural change in universities in the context of strategy and
quality initiatives. Strategic Management and Universities’ Institutional
Development. Geneva, Switzerland : European University Association.
Denzin, N. and Y. Lincoln (1994). Handbook of qualitative research. San Francisco,
EISA : Thousand Oaks, Sage.
Dick, B. (2002). Postgraduate programs using action research. The Learning
Organisation 9(4): 159-170.
Dubois, P. (1998). Evaluation and self-evaluation of universities in Europe. New
Perspectives for Learning. Paris, France : Universite de Paris.
Easterby-Smith, M., R. Thorpe, et al. (2003). Management research: An
introduction. London : Sage Publications.
El-Khawas, E. (1998). Strong state action hut limited results: Perspectives on
University resistance. European Journal of Education 33(3): 317-220.
European Commission (2008). The Bologna Process Independent Assessment. Twente,
Netherlands : Centre for Higher Education Policy Studies.
European Commission (2009). The Bologna Declaration. European Commission.
Available
at:
http://www.bologna-bergen2005.no/Docs/00Main doc/990719BOLOGNA_DECLARATION.PDF.
European Commission (2002). Declaration of the European Ministers of Vocational
Education and Training, and the European Commission, convened in Copenhagen,
European
Commission.
Available
at:
http://ec.europa.eu/education/pdf/docl25_en.pdf.
European Commission (2010). Communication from the Commission - Europe 2020,
European Commission. Available at: http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/index_en.htm.

European Commission (2011). Communication from the Commission to the Council and
the
European
Parliament.
Available
at;
http://eurlex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2011:0567:FIN:EN;PDF.
European Commission (2012a) European Qualifications Framework EC, ed. EC.
Available at: http://ec.europa.eu/education/lifelong-leaming-poliey/doc44_en.htm
[Accessed January 29, 2012a].
European Commission (2012b) Higher Education in Europe EC, ed. Available at:
http://ec.europa.eu/education/lifelong-leaming-policy/doc62_en.htm
[Accessed
January 8, 2012b].
ENQA (2005). European Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance, European
Association for Quality Assurance in Higher Education.
ENQA (2009). Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European
Higher Education Area.

ENQA (2012). European Network of Quality Assurance ENQA, ed. ENQA. Available at:
http://www.enqa.eu [Accessed January 29, 2012].
ESMU (2009). Higher education governance reforms across Europe, Available at:
http://highereducationmanagement.eu/images/stories/MODERN_Report_Govemance
.pdf
ESMU, 2010. Funding Higher Education A View Across Europe, Bmssels. Available at:
http://www.highereducationmanagement.eu.
EUA (2005). 10 Years On: Lessons learned from the Institutional Evaluation
Programme. Bmssels, Belgium : European University Association.
EUA (2006). European Qualifications Framework.
http://ec.euror)a.eu/education/policies/eqf/back en.html.
Bmssels, Belgium : European University Association.
European Union (2012). Strategic Framework for Education and Training. Available at:
http://ec.europa.eu/education/lifelong-leaming-policy/doc28_en.htm
[Accessed
January 7, 2012].
EUA (2012a). European University Association. Bmssels, Belgium : European
University Association. Available at: http://www.eua.be [Accessed January 8,
2012a].
EUA (2012b). Institutional Evaluation Programme. Bmssels, Belgium : European
University Association. Available at: http://www.eua.be [Accessed January 29,
2012b].
EURASHE (2012). European Association of Institutions of Higher Education in Europe.
Bmssels, Belgium : EURASHE. Available at: http://www.eurashe.eu [Accessed
January 29, 2012].
EURYDICE (2008). Higher Education Governance in Europe. Policies, Structures,
funding and Academic Staff. Bmssels, Belgium : European Commission.

Fink, A., A. Siebe, et al. (2004). How scenarios support strategic early warning
processes. Foresight 6(3): 173-185.
Finlay, P. N. (2000). Strategic Management: An introduction to Business and
Corporate Strategy. Harlow, England : Prentice Hall.
Forfas (2006). Monitoring Ireland's Skills Supply: Trends in Education and Training
Output. Dublin, Ireland : Forfas - The National Policy and Advisory Board for
Enterprise, Trade, Science, Technology and Innovation.
Forfas (2009). Monitoring Ireland's Skills Supply: Trends in Education and Training
Output. Dublin, Ireland : Forfas - The National Policy and Advisory Board for
Enterprise, Trade, Science, Technology and Innovation.
Gouillart, F. (1995). The day the music died. Journal of Business Strategy 1613): 1419.
Government of Ireland (1992). Regional Technical Colleges Act. Dublin, Ireland :
Government of Ireland.
Government of Ireland (1997). Universities Act. Dublin, Ireland : Government of
Ireland.
Government of Ireland (1999). Qualifications Act. Dublin, Ireland : Government of
Ireland.
Government of Ireland (2000). National Development Plan 2000-2006. Dublin,
Ireland : Government of Ireland.
Government of Ireland (2006). Institutes of Technology Act. Dublin, Ireland :
Government of Ireland.
Government of Ireland (2006). Strategy for Science, Technology and Innovation :
2006-2013. Dublin, Ireland : Government of Ireland.
Government of Ireland (2007). Institutes of Technology Act. Dublin, Ireland :
Government of Ireland.
Government of Ireland (2007). National Development Plan 2007-2013. Dublin,
Ireland : Government of Ireland.
Government of Ireland (2011). Programme for Government 2011-2016. Dublin,
Ireland : Government of Ireland.
Gray, D. H. (1986). Uses and misuses of strategic planning. Harvard Business
Review 64(1): 89-97.
Guba, E. and Y. Lincoln (1998). Competing paradigms in qualitative research. The
Landscape of Qualitative Research. N. Denzin and Y. Lincoln. Thousand Oaks,
California, USA : Sage Publications.
Guba, E. and Y. Lincoln (2005). Handbook of Qualitative Research. Thousand Oaks,

CA : Sage.
Haberberg, A. and A. Rieple (2001). The strategic management of organisations.
New York ; Prentiee Hall.
Hamel, G. and C. K. Prahalad (1989). Strategic intent. Harvard Business Review
May-June 1989.
Hayward, P. (2004). Facilitating Foresight: Where the Foresight Function is Placed
in Organisations. Foresight 6(1): 19-30.
HEA (2007). Tomorrow's Skills - Towards a National Skills Strategy. Dublin,
Ireland : Higher Edueation Authority.
HEA (2008). Programme for Research in Third-Level Institutions. Dublin, Ireland :
Higher Edueation Authority.
HEA (2011). National Strategy for Higher Education to 2030. Dublin, Ireland :
Higher Education Authority.
HEFCE (2000). Strategic planning in higher education. A guide for heads of
institutions, senior managers and members of governing bodies. United Kingdom :
HEFCE.
HEFCE (2001). Guide to performance indicators in higher education, Higher
Education and Training Awards Council. United Kingdom ; HEFCE.
Henkel, M. (2000). Academic identities and policy change in higher education.
London : Jessica Kingsley.
Henkel, M. (2004). The Demise of a Dominant Culture? Higher Education
Institutions in Transitions. Learning and Teaching in the Social Sciences 1(1): 21-32.
HETAC (2002). Guidelines and criteria for quality assurance procedures. Dublin,
Ireland : Higher Education and Training Awards Council.
HETAC (2007). Policy on Institutional Review of Providers of Higher Education and
Training. Dublin, Ireland : Higher Education and Training Awards Council.
Huberman, A. M. and M. B. Miles (2004). The Qualitative Researcher's Companion.
London : Sage Publications.
IMHE (2006). Funding systems and their effects on higher education systems.
Institutional Management in Higher Education : OECD.
lOTI and DIT (2008). Empowering Staff Through Institute Planning. Dublin, Ireland
: Institutes of Technology, Ireland.
lUA (2005). Reform of 3rd Level and creation of 4th Level Ireland - Securing
competitive advantage in the 21st century. Dublin, Ireland : Irish Universities
Association.

lUQB (2005). Internal Quality Assurance at Universities - The Irish Perspective.
Dublin, Ireland : Irish Universities Quality Board.

James, R. (2000). Quality Assurance and the Growing Puzzle of Managing
Organisational Knowledge in Universities. Higher Education Management 12(3):
41-49.
Johnson, G., K. Scholes, et al. (2002). Exploring Corporate Strategy. Essex :
Prentice-Hall, Pearson Education Ltd.
Johnson, G., K. Scholes, et al. (2005). Exploring Corporate Strategy. Essex :
Prentice-Hall Pearson Education Ltd.
Kippenberger, T. (1998). The Fine Art of Crafting Strategy. The Antidote 3(6): 2829.
Kvale, S. (1996). Interviews: An introduction to qualitative research interviewing.
Thousand Oaks, CA : Sage.
Lewin, K. (1951). Field Theory in Social Science. New York : Harper.
Lillis, D. (2005). The systematic evaluation of a strategic management program in
an Irish Institute of Technology. Tertiary Education and Management 12 (3), 241256.
Lillis, D. (2007). Steering by engagement - towards an integrated planning and
evaluation framework for higher education. EUA Case Studies 2007 - Embedding
quality culture in higher education. Brussels, Belgium : European University
Association.
Luby, A. (1996). Reflections on a 'new' university's strategy-making process. Quality
Assurance in Education 4(4): 9-16.
Lynch, M. (2008). A critique of the new funding model proposed by the HEA against
a backdrop of the HEIs. Dublin, Ireland : Irish Academy of Management.
Lynch, M. and D. Lillis (2008). An investigation of strategic planning models in the
Irish Higher Education Sector. Copenhagen, Denmark : European Association of
Institutional Researchers.
Miles, M. and M. Huberman (1994). Qualitative data analysis : an expanded
sourcebook. London : Sage Publications.
Mintzberg, H. (1983). The Professional Bureaucracy, from Structures in Five.
Designing Effective Organisations. Englewood Cliffs : Prentice Hall.
Mintzberg, H. (1996). The Professional Organisation. Readings from the Strategy
Process. Englewood Cliffs : Prentice Hall.
Mintzberg, H. (2000). The rise and fall of strategic planning. New York, Pearson
Education.

Mintzberg, H. and J. Quinn (1998). Readings in the strategy process. Englewood
Cliffs : Prentice Hall.
Mintzberg, H. and J. Waters (2006). Of strategies, deliberate and emergent. Strategic
Management Journal 6(3): 257-272.
Mone, M. A., W. McKinley, et al. (1998). Organisational decline and innovation: a
contingency framework. Academy of Management Review 23(115-132).
Moorehead, G. and R. Griffin (1989). Organisational Behaviours. Boston :
Houghton Mifflin.
Mulreany, M. (1999). Economic and financial evaluation : Measurement, meaning
and management. Dublin, Ireland : Institute of Public Administration.
Mumford, A. (2000). A Learning Approach to Strategy. Journal of Workplace
Learning 12(7): 265-271.
Murk, P. J. and J. Walls, L. (1998). The Planning Wheel: Value-Added Performance.
Journal of Workplace Learning 10(5): 232-240.
NQAl (2001). National Qualifications Framework of Ireland : A Framework for the
development, recognition and award qualifications in Ireland. Dublin, Ireland :
National Qualifications Authority of Ireland.
NQAI (2006). Verification of compatibility of the Irish National Framework of
Qualifications with the Framework of Qualifications of the European Higher
Education Area. Dublin, Ireland : National Qualifications Authority of Ireland.
NQAI (2009). Referencing of the Irish National Framework of Qualifications (NFQ)
to the European Qualifications Framework for Lifelong Learning (EQF). Dublin,
Ireland : National Qualifications Authority of Ireland.
OECD (2006). Review of National Policies for Education: Review of Higher
Education in Ireland. Paris, France : OECD.
OECD (2008). Tertiary Education for the Knowledge Society (Vol I and 2). Paris,
France : OECD.
OECD (2010). Education at a Glance 2010. Paris, France : OECD.
Available at: http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/45/39/45926093.pdf
OECD (2012a). Institutional Management in Higher Education. Paris, France :
OECD. Available at:
http://www.oecd.oru/departmcnt/0,3355.en 2649 35961291 1 1 1 1 L00.html
[Accessed January 29, 2012a].
OECD (2012b). Online Education Database. Paris, France : OECD.
Available at:
http://www.oecd.oru/documcnt/54'0,3746.cn 2649 37455 38082166 1 1 1 37455,00.h

tml [Accessed January 23, 2012b].
Parkes, C., J. Scully, et al. (2006). "High commitment" strategies. It ain't what you
do; it's the way that you do it. Employee Relations 29(3): 306-318.
Patton Quinn, M. (2002). Qualitative research & evaluation methods. London : Sage
Publications.
Pidcock, S. (2001). Strategic Planning in a New University. Journal of Further and
Higher Education 25(1): 67-83.
Platt, J. (1981). Evidence and proof in documentary Research 1: Some specific
problems of documentary research. Sociological Review 29(1): 31-52.
Pollitt, C. and G. Bouckaert (2004). Public management reform. Oxford, England :
Oxford University Press.
Porter, M. (1985). Competitive advantage : Creating and sustaining superior
performance. New York : The Free Press.
Preedy, M., R. Clatter, et al. (1997). Educational management: Strategy, quality and
resources. Buckingham, Open University Press.
Quinn, J. B. (1998). Strategies for change. The Strategy Process. H. Mintzberg,
Quinn, J.B. and Ghosal, S. London : Prentice-Hall.
Ratcliffe, J. S. (2006). Challenges for Corporate Eoresight: Towards Strategic
Prospective Through Scenario Thinking. Foresight 8(1): 39-54.
Rossi, P., M. Lipsey, et al. (2003). Evaluation - A systematic approach. England :
Sage Publications.
Rowley, D., H. Lujan, et al. (2001). Strategic change in colleges and universities:
Planning to survive and prosper. San Francisco : Jossey Bass.
Rowley, H. and H. Sherman (2001). From strategy to change : implementing the
plan in higher education. San Francisco : Jossey Bass.
Sallinen, A., R. Konttinen, et al. (1994). Interactive model of self evaluation quality
assessment at the University of Jyvaskyla - A pilot study. Higher Education
Management 6(3): 357:375.
Scott, G. and I. Hawke (2003). Using an external quality audit as a level for
institutional change. Assessment and Evaluation in Higher Education 28(3).
Scott, J. (1990). A Matter of Record. Cambridge, England : Polity.
Scott, P. (1995). The meanings of mass higher education. Buckingham : Open
University Press.
Senge, P. M. (1990). The fifth discipline. New York, Doubleday.

Senge, P. (1998). The leaders new work: Building learning organisations. Readings
in the Strategy Process : Prentice-Hall.
Senge, P., A. Kleiner, et al. (1993). The fifth discipline fieldhook : Strategies and
tools for building a Learning Organisation. London ; Nicholas Brealy Publishing.
Shattock, M. (2002). Re-balancing modern concepts of university governance.
Higher Education Quarterly 56(3): 235-244.
Shattock, M. (2003). Managing Successful Universities. Glasgow : Open University
Press.
Skilbeck, M. (2001). The university challenged: A review of international trends and
issues with particular reference to Ireland. Dublin, Ireland : Higher Education
Authority.
Spom, B. (2003). Management in higher education: Current trends and future
perspectives in European colleges & universities. The Dialogue Between Higher
Education Research & Practice. R. Begg, Kluwer Academic Publishers: 97-107.
Stiles, J. (2003). A philosophical justification for a realist approach to strategic
alliance research. Qualitative Market Research: An International Journal 6(4): 263271.
Tabatoni, P., J. Davies, et al. (2004). Strategic management and Universities'
institutional development. Brussels, Belgium : European University Association.
Tavares, D. A., M. J. Rosa, ct al. (2010). Does the EUA institutional evaluation
programme contribute to quality improvement? Emerald Insight 18(3): 178-190.
Thom, R. (2001). Using selfevaluation to increase effectiveness in a 'Professional'
organisation - The case of higher education. Administration 49(1): 59-11.
Thom, R. (2003). Self study in an Institute of Technology - an evaluation. EAIR
Fomm 2003 (European Association of Institutional Researchers), University of
Limerick, Ireland, : EAIR.
Thys-Clement, F. and L. Wilkin (1998). Strategic management and universities:
Outcomes of a European survey. Higher Education Management 10(1): 13-28.
Valimaa, J. (1994). Academics on assessment and the peer review Finnish
experience. Higher Education Management 6(3): 391:408.
Van der Knaap, P. (1995). Policy evaluation and learning : Feedback, enlightenment
or argumentation. Evaluation 1(2): 189-216.
Van der Meer, F.-B. (1999). Evaluation and the social construction of impacts.
Evaluation 5(4): 387-406.
Van Vught, F. and D. F. Westerheijden (1995). Quality measurement and quality
assurance in European higher education. Quality Improvement in European Public
Services. P. Bouckaert. London : Sage Publications.

Voros, J. (2003). A Generic Foresight Process Framework. Foresight 5(3): 10-21.
Westerheijden, D. F., V. Hulpiau, et al. (2007). From design and implementation to

impact of quality assurance: an overview of some studies into what impacts
improvement. Tertiary Education and Management 13(4): 295-312.
Whittington, R. (1993). What is strategy and does it matter? New York : Routledge.
Whittington, R. (2001). What is strategy - and does it matter? United Kingdom :
South-Western CENGAGE Learning.
Wright, A. (2005). Using Scenarios to Challenge and Change Management
Thinking. Top Quality Management 16(1): 87-103.
Yin, R. K. (1994). Case Study Research: design and methods. London : Sage
Publications.
Zahra, S. A., A. P. Nielsen, et al. (1999). Corporate entrepreneurship, knowledge
and competence development. Entrepreneurship: Theory and Practice 23(3): 169189.

I/7’c nilii

Appendices

1/mlii

Appendix A
Strategic Plans and Institutional Review reports analysed during the study
Strategic Plans analysed as part of the research
(HEI names as per strategic plans, in no particular order)
HEI
Letterkenny

YEAR
Institute

of Technology

2007-2013

(LYIT)
Institute of Technology Sligo

2007-2012

(ITS)
Cork Institute of Technology

2005-2010

(CIT)
Limerick Institute of Technology

2006-2010

(LIT)
Dublin Institute of Technology

2001 -2015

(DIT)
Galway Mayo Institute of Technology

2004 - 2009

(GMIT)
Institute of Technology Tallaght

2005 - 2008

(ITTallaght)
Athlone Institute of Technology

2003 - 2008

(AIT)
Dundalk Institute of Technology

2006-2011

(DKIT)
Institute of Technology Carlow

2005 - 2009

(ITC)
Institute of Technology Tralee

2004 - 2007

(ITT)
Institute of Art, Design and Technology

2004 - 2008

(lADT)
Waterford Institute of Technology

2007-2010

(WIT)
Institute of Technology Blanchardstown
(ITB)

2006-2011
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Dublin City University

2006 - 2008

(DCU)
University of Limerick

2006-2011

(UL)
Trinity College Dublin

2003 - 2008

(TCD)
National University of Ireland, Galway

2003 - 2008

(NUIG)
University College Cork

2006-2011

(UCC)
University College Dublin

2005 - 2008

(UCD)
National
Maynooth
(NUIM)

University

of

Ireland,

2006-2011
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Institute

of

Technology

Institutional

Reviews

analysed

as part of the research (HEI names in no particular order)
HEI

DATE OF REVIEW

Institute of Technology Sligo

December 2008

(ITS)
Letterkenny

Institute

of Technology January 2009

(LYIT)
Institute of Technology Tallaght

February 2009

(ITTallaght)
Dundalk Institute of Technology

April 2009

(DKIT)
Institute of Technology Tralee

November / December 2009

(ITT)
Limerick Institute of Technology

June 2010

(LIT)

University Institutional Reviews analysed as part of the research
(HEI names in no particular order)
HEI

DATE OF REVIEW

Dublin City University

2004

(DCU)

2009

University of Limerick

2004

(UL)
Trinity College Dublin

2004

(TCD)
National University of Ireland, Galway

2004

(NUIG)
University College Cork

2004

(UCC)
University College Dublin
(UCD)

2004
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Appendix B
Responsibility for strategic planning
Responsibility for Strategic Planning
Role

HEI

Head of Strategic Planning

lOTB
lOTF
lOTL
lOTE
University P
University R
University T
University Q

President

lOTC
lOT J
lOTM

Head of Department

IOTA
lOTI
lOTD

Head of Development

lOTK
lOTH
lOTN
lOT G

Vice-President of Finance

University O

Vice-Provost

University S
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Appendix C
Interview Questions (Round One)

This interview is being conducted in... as part of a research study on the development
of strategic planning models and an integrated planning and evaluation framework
for the Irish Higher Education Institutions.

Thank you for agreeing to participate. Your responses will be treated as confidential.

Could you please state your name for the interview record...

1. What was your role in the strategic planning process?

2. Who led the strategic planning process?

3. What were the reasons behind the development of a strategic plan?

4. How long did the development of the strategic planning process take?
o

When did it begin?

5. Who was involved in the formulation of the strategic plan?
o

How were staff involved?

o

How were students involved?

o

How was industry involved?

o

How were the unions involved?

o

How was the community involved?

o

How were external consultants involved?

6. How was the strategic planning model selected?
o

Were alternatives considered?

7. How was the strategic planning process resourced?

'
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8. In developing the plan, what key faetors in the external environment were
eonsidered? How was this done?

9. In developing the plan, what internal faetors were eonsidered?

10. In your view, did the strategie planning process result in a clear vision of the
way forward for the institution? Is this vision unique in the HEI sector in
Ireland?
o

In your view, are the goals, objectives and vision shared by the
management and staff?

11. In your view, were the goals and objectives appropriate?
o

Did they cover the relevant internal and external factors?

o

Are the goals and objectives realistic and achievable?

12. In your view, is it clear from the strategic plan who has responsibility for
implementing it?

13. Did the strategic plan result in fresh thinking?
o

Were creative solutions developed that would not have happened
otherwise?

14. What impact does the strategic plan have on the day-to-day decision making?

15. Have you seen any major internal changes as a result of the strategic planning
process?

16. Is strategic planning integrated with quality assurances processes, and if so,
how?

17. What structures are in place for monitoring and evaluating the progress of the
strategic plan?

18. What went well as part of the strategic planning process overall?
o

What were the main benefits of the strategic plan?

H'.hri.
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19. What went badly as part of the strategic planning process?
o

What would you do differently next time to improve the strategic
planning process?

20. Do you think the process used in ... could be used in other institutions?

21. Do you think that one standard best practice strategic planning model could
be successfully adapted and integrated across the HEI sector?

Thank you for taking the time to complete this interview.
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Appendix D
interview Questions (Round Two)

Hoi: There is a clear link between mission and strategy in the Irish HEIs

The mission statement defines the aim of the organisation. The organisation
articulates its highest priorities through its mission statement.

A Strategy enables an organisation to focus on where they are, where they want to go
and how they are going to get there.

1. Where is the mission of the Institute discussed and agreed?
2. Who is involved?
3. Has there ever been any debate or discussion about whether or not the
mission should be revised? OR Has the mission statement been
reviewed independently of the strategic plan?

The ... strategic plan is currently being drafted.
4. Will the mission statement be reviewed as part of the strategic
planning process?
5. What is the ... mission statement attempting to portray / what is its
main aim?
6. What areas of the mission statement have been translated into
strategic goals?
7. Was there an explicit attempt to do this or did it happen implicitly?
8. Are there areas of the mission statement that haven’t been translated
into strategic goals?
9. What is the impact if there is a misalignment between mission and
strategy?
10. Is there a clear link between mission and strategy at ...?
11. Can the link between mission and strategy be improved, if so, where
could this be achieved and in what ways could this be achieved?

Ho2: There is a clear link between mission and quality in the Irish HEIs

iitlicc
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The mission statement defines the aim of the organisation. The organisation
artieulates its highest priorities through its mission statement.

Quality Assuranee in higher edueation is the colleetions of policies, procedures,
systems and practices internal or external to the organisation designed to achieve,
maintain and enhance quality.

2.1 Espoused Theory
1. What are the main priorities for ...?
2. How important is quality to the institute?
3. Where is the Institute’s attitude to quality articulated?
o

What does the Institute say about quality e.g. in its
publications, marketing?

2.2 Theory in use
4. How are the mission statement and quality aligned?
5. What deliberate steps are taken by the Institute to ensure quality
assurance processes are in place to support, develop, monitor and
evaluate this?
6. How does the Institute demonstrate quality to its stakeholders?
7. You say you use ... to generate feedback. Have you used these to
change practices in any way.^
8. What is the impact if there is a misalignment between mission and
quality?
9. Could the link between mission and quality be improved /
strengthened? How?

Ho3: There is a clear link between strategy and quality in the Irish HEIs

3.1 Knowing the destination (where are we going?)
1. What are the goals being set for quality at ...?
o

How will ... know when it has achieved them?

2. How are strategic goals and quality aligned?
3. What is the impact of having a specific goal on ‘quality
improvement?’
ID
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4. What are the indicators of a clear link between quality and
strategy?
5. Using one of the goals in the strategic plan, can you give examples
of how the institute makes the link between strategy and quality?
6. What is the impact if there is a misalignment between strategy and
quality?

3.2 Feedback and Review (Knowing where we are)
7. What metrics, feedback, evaluation are being used to inform goal
setting?
8. How can the link between strategy and quality be ensured and
monitored?
9. What

impact

do

the

external

panel

reports

and

panel

recommendations have on strategic planning and quality?
10. Could the link between mission, strategy and quality be improved
or strengthened at ...? - In what ways?
11. What would indicate a clear link between mission, strategy, and
quality?
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Appendix E
Sample Interview Transcript (Round One)
This interview is being conducted in ... as part of a research study on the
development of an integrated Strategic Planning and quality assurance framework for
the Irish Higher Education Institutes.
Thank you for agreeing to participate and your responses will be treated as
confidential.

Please state you name for the interview records...

1. What was your role in the strategic planning process in ...?
Ok, Tm director of... and in September 2004 when I came in as director there was a
strategic plan already in place. This ran from 2001 to 2006 which was clearly in
parallel with the NDP. The NDP was also 1 think it was 2000 to 2006 so it ran
concurrently with that. What 1 did find when 1 joined the institute was that it was
time to review it and then once Td done that it became clear but really we needed to
do that exercise again, to start a new strategic planning process, so that got underway
in January 2005, which was a year ahead of when it was due to, really due to run out,
more than a year ahead.

2. When you started in January 2005, for the new strategic plan, when was it
finished, when did you get the draft drawn up?
It took about nine months to write the whole thing and to gather all the information
and to have all the internal meetings and also meetings with external stakeholders. I
can go into more detail about that later. Then it took a further three months just to
tweak it to make sure the academic council approved it. The management team,
academic council and the governing body, so there was a certain time line associated
with that.

3. So it was 12 months really altogether?
It was 12 months really yea. But the bulk of the actual writing and all the work
underpinning the strategic plan that was front load.

4. Who, would you say you lead the strategic process?
I?
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Yes I did.

5. What were the main reasons behind the development of the strategic plan
and I know you noted a couple of them, were there any other reasons?
It wasn’t just the plan that was in place am, had been written at the time when the
landscape was different but also the way the plan had been developed previously not
many people internally had been involved.
It was regarded by people and I soon discovered this when I came in as something
that was lying there it was a compliance. It was there lying on the shelf it wasn’t a
live document and they didn’t feel either empowered by it or that they had any input
into it. A lot of people, most people, even key people within the management team,
had not been involved at any stage and you know didn’t feel as if therefore they were
committed in any way to it which of course is completely fundamentally normal so
even though I wouldn’t say that what was in it was off the wall or anything it wasn’t
properly embedded or integrated into the fabric of the institute.

6. It was a document that was basically sitting on a shelf and wasn’t necessarily
used ill day-to-day decision making?
No. It had been drafted then at the time in 2001 it was by an external expert who had
been brought in, and external consultant who’d been given the job of writing the
strategic plan and he had a very small working group with him, and I think there
were two academics, a couple of the management, the director wasn’t even on it and
that was it.

So of course you’re never going to get buy in from the rest of the

population.

7. What about then for the second plan who was involved in the second one?
I set up an internal advisory group to the strategic plan and on the internal advisory
group I had a representatives from each of the four unions (TUI, AMICUS, SIPTU
and IMPACT), I had two members of academic council, who had been nominated at
an academic council meeting, so they weren’t hand picked by me they were put
forward by the academic council, myself and the partnership facilitator. We had a
partnership program running the in I.T. sector at that time and his focus for that
particular year was purely the strategic planning process. So that was the group and
that group set about consulting with every single department in the institute and
every single central services department in the institute to get input for the strategie
li
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plan and also to get them to help them to develop their own implementation plans.
Because that was part of the thing you see there was going to be an overall institute
plan and every department would have its own strategic implementation plan feeding
into the corporate plan but also it’s really a cyclical thing I suppose. So they were
writing their own plans at the same time we were going hand in glove. So the l.A.G
(internal advisory group) their role was to go around and meet everyone of those
departments where the department would present to the l.A.G where they were at and
the l.A.G would be asking questions and clearly also to see how this sat with the
overall institute plan as it was shaping.

And it was a very interesting learning

process for everyone concerned, because it was really, well certainly hadn’t been
done before that way but also it helped the members on the l.A.G to get to know far
better what was happening in the institute. Because you have all these silos of school
or another department is as external as any external body almost. There was very
little cross fertilisation so it helped to get out.

8. Then within the departments, when staff were consulted what kind of way
was that done?
It was quite structured because when we set out on the strategic planning process I’d
had a couple of meetings with full management team and at those meetings we
developed a common template.

First of all for the overall strategic plan which

literally said it’s going to have 10 chapters and the first chapter is going to be a
SWOT analysis and so on and the last chapter is going to about financial reasons to
do everything. And in the same way the implementation plans for each department
has an agreed common template and that would also be the basis for those
presentations because otherwise it can go all over the place. So they were asked to
present their mission, vision and overall goals and objectives for their own
department. Also they were asked to present how that linked in with the institute
mission and vision. They were asked to talk about their strengths, their weakness
and areas for development. Future plans; really just to run through the whole
structure like that. We used fairly simple models to help people to put that together
in a way that everyone could understand.

9. Who else was involved, were the students involved?
No looking back they weren’t. Now in some schools and departments there is a very
strong tradition of student liaisons, student staff liaison groups and they might
hi
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certainly have played a role in putting this together, it wasn’t set as preconditioned
that you must have students on the group and looking back perhaps it would have
been wiser to do so. But in some instances yes and in some instances the students
were actually at those meetings but not in every case.

10. What about industry or the community, were they involved in the strategic
planning process?
Yes they were because what we did for the overall institute plan we organised two
external stakeholder sessions, one here in the region and one with some of the
national agencies or semi-state agencies which were organised in Dublin. So the one
in Dublin had, there were two people there from the HEA there was somebody form
Forfas there was somebody from Enterprise Ireland, from IBEC so really the key
stakeholders the Department of Education and Science obviously as well so we had a
group of about ten people there and we did, did the same here locally with key
stakeholders from the region. Some of the industry captions of industry were on, the
VEC.... some of the local politicians as well.

11. And you said I think that some of the unions were involved did you say a
member of each union?
That was the internal but they were already on the internal group anyway so the
sessions with external stakeholders the whole point of doing them w'as to bring in
people from outside the institute and then you don’t have the unions in again they
already have their..

12. For the first plan you said that external consultants were brought in?
Yea for the first one that was in 2001,1 wasn’t there.

13. I know you only came in at the end. For the second plan were external
consultants brought in?
No.

14. How was the strategic planning model selected?
I put it together myself.

15
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15.

Did you go through strategic planning models that could be used like

rational planning, scenario planning, foresight?
Yea, I have a PHD in sort of the business area, I felt comfortable enough confident
enough to come up with our plans. Just to give you an example for drawing up plans
for developing to decide which new courses to develop we used the Ansoff models.
So I explained to people it’s no good going after the same 17 year old students and
instead of having 30 programs to have 60 programs, still aiming for those same
students because that will only lead to fragmentation, you need to go into one of the
other quadrants which is to customise programs for mature learners or people in
industry. It’s just the simple box ticking exercise so we used the Ansoff model for
that and we used the Porters model for scanning the external environment to look at
the power of suppliers and the power of the customer, those sort of things. And
really the structure, table the contents of the plan that was just self evident, you do
your own mission, you do your internal analysis, you do your external analysis and
then.

16. It was kind of rational planning really it wasn’t..
Rational really yea, yea. We didn’t do scenario planning, because I thought that was
going to be too complicated.

17. How was the strategic planning process resourced?
I put in a hell of a lot of time myself which was just part of my job...The partnership
facilitator he was paid for by the national project, the partnership facilitator which
was very very handy that he was still around for that particular year, which was his
last year on the project. So he put in more or less all his time am, other than what it
wasn’t really you know 1 mean you have expenses here and there for the meetings
and the computing but other than that no.

18. There wasn’t a particular budget set up?
No.

19. In developing the plan what key factors in the external environment were
looked at?
We looked at am, our immediate environment in terms of the Higher Education
sector. First thing I looked at was strategic planning, the department of science have,
/(■
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they have a strategy document, we looked at what was going to happen under the
HE A because at the time those plans were being drawn up where the lOTs would
come under the HEA. So you look at your own immediate environment that you
operate in. We also looked at key developments in the economy and in the
demographics make up of Ireland and particularly of the region. So they, we had a
kind of a model where we looked at relevant external factors some of which you
could influence a little bit and some of which you can’t influence at all. I mean you
can’t do anything about the demographics, we can’t do anything about the economic
development, but you had to be aware of them.

You have to understand what’s

happening and then you have to tailor your own plans accordingly. So that was, it
was kind of looking from inside out and go as far as you need to go you know
without being silly you don’t need to.

Course we looked at what the major

influential state bodies such as forfas, they have this endless stream of reports about
the economy and about research and development and about future schools needs so
clearly it’s very useful to pull information from that. So we did that kind of scan.

20.

So I suppose you did kind of an environmental scan, you looked at the

demographics and the economy. Would you have looked at the international
events political events, technological would they have been important?
The PEST analysis, we did that but we didn’t really go as far as looking at it globally
that wouldn’t have been of benefit at the time really.

21. What internal factors were considered in developing the plan?
Am strengths and weaknesses would be the most simple way of doing that one. We
looked at resource implications, people were asked when in groups, their own
implementation plans to also formulate very, very carefully what resource
implications were going to be. And people found that very, very difficult to do.

22. So rather than having x amount of objectives that probably financially
couldn’t have been met that they had to be sure if they were to be included?
That was really difficult. Because there’s too many unknown variables. See if you
can say you want to develop six new courses, if you don’t know how many students
are going to go through the door or what the cost model is going to be that the HEA
will be using, then how can you, how can you calculate what’s feasible and what
17
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isn’t feasible. So that is certainly not something you can do five years ahead you can
maybe look one year ahead when it comes to costing. But we did try we tried to look
at resource implication. There’s a chapter in the strategic plan about am campus
development and I.T infrastructure and the whole infrastructure side of things. You
know an attempt was made to map out what we want, require in terms of student
numbers and the composition of the student population as well. In terms of. you
know how many practical spaces they would need, lab space as opposed to lecture,
lecturing space. So at least that thinking is evident from what was developed in the
plan. But we’re now two years down the line and certain things have gone in a
different direction which is inevitable.

23. In your view did the strategic planning process result in a clear vision for
the institute?
Yes definitely. Actually what we did was quite funny because as I say the strategic
plan was in place until 2006, but about a year before I came in towards the end of
2003 there’d been an attempt to rewrite the mission statement, and this comes from
governing body, so there was this new mission statement that had been imposed on a
plan that was already running when we were developing the new strategic plan, we
soon found that the mission statement didn’t really quite sit comfortably with that, so
we rewrote that but I said let’s not do it at the start because we’re going to take
forever having this debate about the mission statement so we’ll develop the plan and
then we’ll sit down and think does this now, does this now sit with the mission
statement or and then it only took about an hour to rewrite it.

Because you’d the plan done you knew exactly where you were going.
24. Do you think the vision is unique that... has compared to other HEI’s?
There are some components in the vision which are I think distinctive enough.
We’ve said for example, that’s in the mission statement that we want to develop a
unique educational philosophy which is an educational philosophy of active learning
and we’re now in the process of implementing that where each course throughout the
institute no matter which school it is, has to have their own strategy for implementing
active learning in the curriculum. That isn’t, I haven’t seen any other institutes that
have articulated a specific educational philosophy. Active learning is an approach to
teaching and learning which activates a student and gets them to take ownership of
their own learning process and helps them to understand in more depth, to
IS
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understand and also to develop skills through practical work so either case studies or
work placements or lab work, group work.

Rather than just sitting down in a lecture.
Yea of course research is active as well but it’s not exclusively research.

25. In your view are the goals and objectives and the visions shared by the
management and staff of the college?
Yes they are.

26. Were the goals and objectives appropriate and the time when the plan was
made and are they still appropriate?
They were certainly at the time when the plan was made we spent long enough to try
and tease them out and then it’s a case of keeping on top of it and we’ve had, we did
a review after about a year just within the management team and you could see that
progress has been made on some of them, some of them actually more progress has
been made than you would expect, and on others there hasn’t been so much progress.
Am, I mean, you just have to keep revisiting. At this stage we certainly haven’t
thrown out any of the objectives. We have ten overall strategic goals and then under
each goal there’s a range of objectives and they’re all numbered so they can be
monitored fairly easy because we have goal one of objectives one 1:1, 2:1, 3:1 and
4:1. Under each goal we would also put down which member of the management
team is responsible.

27. So it’s very clear who is responsible for implementing each part of it?
Yea, it’s just here, strategic goal 4, strategic goal 4 part 1, bla, bla, bla, and then this
is the member of the management team. So when we do formal reviews it’s these
people who have to report on it and there are certain goals where it says Heads of
School. We have four schools so four people will have to report on a particular goal
around for example an educational program, around active learning obviously that
needs to come from more than one source but it’s straight forward its very straight
forward.

Have you got a copy of that by the way?
Oh I have a copy of it yea.
/9
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28. Are the goals and objectives realistic and achievable?
Am, well it’s a bit of a question where you have to look at it and try and be very
honest and your own conscience will, 1 wouldn’t say that everything that we have
formulated in 2006 has turned out to be fully achievable and realistic but that’s life
isn’t it?

But at the time you probably thought..?
Well yea we did, but it depends on resources as well because am, the system here is
that you get your recurring budget from government every year but you don’t know
what you’re going to get in the next year there’s no annual planning whatsoever. So
you’ve got a 5 year plan we haven’t got the faintest idea what our budgets going to
be in 2010, you know we didn’t know what the system’s going to be because it’s
currently going through an ugly, it’s an overhaul there are going to be different rules
and different parameters for the amount of funding for our students. And until we
know what it’s going to be it’s very difficult to earmark funds for any of the
objectives, so it’s hard. So there not fully realistic and achievable but they can’t be
because the system isn’t really geared up for that. But 1 can honestly say we have on
all 10 of these strategic goals, we’ve done, we’ve gone some way towards, towards
and at least there is a direction now, that everyone is aware of and people can relate
to.

You have something to aim for.
Yea.

29. The next question I think you’ve answered is it clear from the strategic plan
who has responsibility for implementing? Yes it is very clear. Yea.

30.

Did the strategic plan result in fresh thinking and kind of creative

solutions?
Yes 1 would say so because it was very energising in that as compared with the
previous process there hadn’t been such an inclusive process before. So yes it was
very productive in that way.
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31. What impact does the strategic plan have on the day-to-day decision
making?
We refer to it very regularly, it’s out guide.

32. It’s something that’s very much in use so?
Yea, just to give an example any proposal for funding or any new development plan
from any of the departments whether it’s a school or whether it’s central services
they always have to, that’s part of the rule now. They have to put in how it relates to
the strategic plan. It needs to be justified through the strategic plan.

So that your not kind of going off in a tangent, it’s all..
Yea.

33. Have you seen any internal changes as a result of the strategic plan?
Am it’s really that wherever there are new developments it can be placed in that
context and that wouldn’t have been the case before. So that’s a major change.

34. Do you think internally the whole process, of the whole strategic planning
process, would it have had an influence on staff internally?
Well I mean when you’ve got 400 people or not I can’t sort of go soul searching like
I said.

Yes it has it has reached them and there’ll be a variation in terms of

engagement and awareness but whenever new staff here come through the door the
first thing they get is that. On the first day of induction I meet them and I talk about
strategic goal Number One which is the educational philosophy. It doesn’t matter
what job they’re going to do, I always ask them what are you going to contribute to
that and how does it relate to your duty. So yes its there, its there all the time.

35. Is strategic planning integrated with quality assurances processes?
Am well quality assurance in itself is one of the goals so we have said in the strategic
plan when we want to go for a specific programmatic review and reviews of our
delegated authority stages so that’s bedded down. So quality assurance of course its
quality assurance academic quality assurance is quality assurance audits of our
accounting systems. So there’s a lot going on in the regulatory framework that we
operate in which isn’t steered by the strategic plan its steered for example by the lOT

Act or by the Department of Edueation and Seience so that has its own dynamic and
its own momentum.

36. What structures are in place for monitoring and evaluating the progress of
the strategic plan?
Am what we’re currently doing is we’re setting out on an interim review because
we’ve had well nearly two years and interim review is being conducted through
governing body. It’s going to start by, by me presenting a kind of overview as to
where I think we are in each of the 10 headline goals and then we’ve got a timetable
for the rest of the academic year where eaeh governing body meeting which is every
4 weeks one of the departments is going to come in and present to governing body
where they are in relation to that. So that’s the agreed process and then by autumn
2008 when everyone had had their spiel we then decide whether we’re going to
rewrite the strategic plan whether it’s going to be a very far reaching interim review
or whether it’s bit of tailoring and tinkering here and there.

37. Is it kind of, does it give them an opportunity to get some feedback as to
how they could progress?
Hopefully, yes the idea is that present.
It’s not just simply a presentation.
Oh no, no it’s they’ll have to present for maybe 20 25 minutes and then there’s
another 20 minutes for dialogue, that’s the plan, and within the management team
we’ve already had one session like that so they know more or less what needs to be
done. It’s not that we have them in front of governing body to let them sink or swim.
They’re ready to do that now and there’s been a long enough period of time to build
up kind of a track record.

38. Are those people are they nominated did you say by the department?
Yes they’re the Heads of Department, so they, we’ll be bringing in on a school by
school basis when it comes to the academie side , so there will be the Head of School
and the Head of Department coming in. And then for example the Registrar’s office
the Registrar is also at these meetings anyway but then as well as him there will be
the Head of Administration and Head of Student Supports. He’ll bring a few people
with him.

39. Does the head of department decide himself or herself where they are in the
plan or do they get feedback from the staff as to where the staff in general
within the department think they are?
That’s a good question. I never thought of that one yet. Actually it would be useful.
Now clearly they’re going to have to prepare something to present it and it isn’t
much good if it goes no further than that because it shouldn’t just be presented
upwards there should be a way of feeding into it so that’s actually a good idea. That
hadn’t been prescribed it would be worthwhile.

40. So what went well as part of the strategic planning process overall do you
think, what were the overall benefits of it?
Well the major benefit was the inclusiveness because that’s, that was unique in the
history of the institute. That was really number one and the second one was the
strategic direction which it gains we’re still reaping the benefits from that.
From the first plan you learned a lot as to where the second plan should be
going. It kind of helped you to focus...
Well yea, there was stuff in there that was very useful. There was a lot of other
useful documents that 1 read from other sources to be honest.

41. What went badly as part of the strategic planning process?
There wasn’t really anything that went particularly badly. Maybe towards the end
I’d underestimated how long it would take to get the formal approval, the formal
approval with aeademic council, the formal approval with governing body, formal
approval with the actual individual unions. You know there was still a little bit of
toeing and fro wing. 1 underestimated how long that would take but 1 mean it doesn’t
really matter it didn’t put us back.

42. It didn’t affect the plan as such?
Maybe a month to 6 weeks but you can hardly complain about that in a 5 year plan.

43. Is there anything you would do differently next time, if you were you know
to begin the whole process, is there anything you’d do differently?
I’d bring the students in, that’s one.

Maybe when you have a whole cycle of

preparing templates and getting people to present and to develop something it’s
difficult to keep on top of everything you know to keep track of everything and
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maybe it was quite lean in terms of support strueture around it, it was quite lean. So
aetually I could have done with some, maybe one person there as well, that would be
an administration support to make sure everything, to keep on top of all the
documentation and that’s, that would have been helpful. So I think maybe next time
around we’ll have to have a slightly less lean structure for the whole process.

44. Do you think the process used in ... could be used in other institutions?
I do.

45.

Do you think that one standard best practice strategic model could be

successfully adapted and integrated across the sector?
I don’t know it depends where you’re coming from, it depends what’s appropriate.
There might be more than one best practice example. Then on an eclectic basis you
could draw from those. I wouldn’t, I would hate to go down the road of there’s only
one way of doing these things.

46.

I suppose a more flexible, one way with flexibility. And that you could

adapt a small bit I suppose to different environments or something.
Yes.

47. Ok well that’s it so that’s the end of my questions. If you were chosen to do
a second interview would that be ok with you?
That would be ok yea.
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Appendix F
Sample Interview Transcript (Round Two)

1. Where is the Mission of the Institute discussed and agreed?
We would have agreed the initial mission in the development of the first strategic
plan, and it was a mission statement that would have been agreed through staff
discussion groups, management discussion, discussion with the Governing Bodies
and we hadn’t a final sign off until the strategic plan ergo on the mission statement as
part of that strategic plan. Context to it at all times is the legislative framework
which defines the role and mission of the sector generally. The other option clearly
would be some consultation with local stakeholders in terms of industry.

2. Has there ever been any debate or discussion around whether or not the
mission should be revised?
We would have looked at it the context of the new strategic plan over the last 12
months. And we have done some revision not a major overhaul of it, but a tightening
up of it 1 think.

So the actual mission itself has changed slightly?
Very slightly now yea, more how it’s stated than what’s in it. Although interestingly
enough when you look at the new strategic plan we have probably picked up on areas
of focus that would have been in the other one but weren’t very strongly followed up
on. That we are now going to follow up on in the next plan.

3. Has the Mission Statement ever been reviewed independently the strategic
plan or on both occasions would it have been just as part of the strategic
planning process?
Part of the planning process at the time. 1 suppose to an extent if you look at our first
strategic plan, that was the first attempt by the Institute to sit down, make a plan of
what it was going to do and do it and it kind of very much took the principle that if
we were to establish a, buy into planning, it had to be on the basis that we meant it
when we were going into it. That it wasn’t something you could come into laissezfaire to, and chop and change what you wanted to afterwards.

No, it’s been a

criticism of the implementation of the first one that it did that, but I felt that in the
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long term it will be better and it has been better because there has been a clarity
about it partly to link it to our promises and also because the buy in to the next one
was serious because people realised they had to get in at that time, they wouldn’t
parachute in later.

4. What is the ... Mission Statement attempting to portray?
Its portrayal, well if you link the mission statement and the value statement, I think it
is very hard to have one without the other. Between the two of them, the mission
statement is trying to place where we are, what we do, added to the values,
describing how we will do it, in terms of what is the look, touch and feel of ourselves
as an organisation through our internal and external stakeholders. The two of those
have to be in line with each other in terms of how we are going to operate. So I
suppose that is what we have done, captured that. Capture what we represent and
what we believe we are there to do. And how we feel, what differentiates it for us as
being how we do that.

5. What areas of that Mission Statement would you say have been translated
into strategic goals?
I would say and this is what I think I would say the followers from the 2'^^ plan has
been stronger, we have been strong in the 1 plan in the teaching and learning and we
will continue into the 2^^ plan to build on what we have achieved to date in terms of
teaching and learning. We have done quite significant things in terms of setting up
and revamping how we approach teaching and learning setting up a whole unit
within the college, full-time dedicated to the quality of our teaching and learning.
And that has been very successful.
Secondly we would have done a lot around our work with industry in terms of life
long learning, getting our teaching done, teaching with industry.
The other significant area we would have worked on would have been our research,
development of our research targets and that’s been successful. We have seen big
growth in the amount of people engaged, number of staff engaged in research,
research income. We set a target of, are you familiar with the PRTLI, we set a target
that would establish a research centre under PRTLI. One or two colleges within our
sector who has been successful in doing that. We have funding to build a national
centre for applied science for health. We were the lead partner in its development
with University, two universities in that was relatively unique within the sector that
V)

,/>/>'

had to be strategically planned for, it couldn’t just happen because of corporate
funding and we know this and were planning for it before that through the plan and it
was successful through the last round of PRTLl in this round.

The area then that we were weak on in the last plan to an extent, the other key area
we did in the last plan was we looked at the quality side of the organisation and we
felt that we had a weakness and that we may well have been doing things well but
structurally we hadn’t proceduralised that achievement.

So that the organisation

never really felt or could overly project what it was doing or what standards it was
working to or what controls it had in place, etc. we kind of, last time right across the
Registrar’s office that was allied to the programmatic reviews everywhere with the
Institutional review with the wording statements for both undergraduates and for
post-graduates up to PhD assessment completed.

So we had 7 or 8 different

international panels interviewing us over that side. Equally on the institutional side
we have a lot of time left then to the whole financial control side, the information
side, the MIS system side, getting that so that we have quality data and we have
quality controls in place. Again we said if we don’t establish a base line of that, the
Institute will always be on a... and it had come through 10 or 15 years of a dash for
broke type thing. It needed a time, it was getting strained, the hygiene issues were
catching us out, there was a big significant effort in it and we are now up-to-date, we
are from being one of the slower ones auditing our accounts, we are now up-to-date
we are ahead of everybody in that time.

So that was a big link of the strategic

statement that we couldn’t continue to strategically grow if we didn’t embed cultural
procedures into it but on reanalysis of that, we got so far with it under the second
project we did an analysis of where we are, where we need to be. And some very
interesting things have come out of it that is in some ways we have gone too far. For
instance there’s been a statement made from that we have now created too much of a
culture of checking and cross-checking. And we need it in the next phase to move it
up a step. It is a good complaint from where we were but, as people have gotten the
habit of that, we now got to make them more to have an ownership of the decision
rather than the knowledge that it may be checked somewhere else and that that will
catch it up if they don’t do it right the first time. So it is a level of sophistication if
the marking system that we will be moving on to in the next one, that they will be
moving on to.

What was weak in the last one is the socio-cultural side, other than training students
and graduates. We did do quite a bit of work in terms of student access and we were
fortunate we got significant private funding to enable us to do that, so we did do a lot
getting into the schools. On the broader community, providing the type of leadership
which I believe a higher education Institute should provide in a community, we
really only dipped our toes in it, but we have made it now a frontline goal, a key
schematic one of the next strategic plan.

6. Was there an explicit attempt to map the goals to the mission statement?
Very definitely.

7. Are there areas of the mission statement which haven’t been translated into
goals?

I feel in the next one that the step-up needs to be form being higher education in ...
to being the Higher Education of ..so that we are an integral part of the infrastructure
of the whole region, and to be in there providing a service to the region.

8. What is the impact, if there is one, of the alignment between mission and
strategy?
It’s the level of delivery the external environment, whether it enables us to deliver on
it or not. I think there is always a level of disconnect in the whole Irish planning
system in that we do our plans within the context of the legislation we can make our
strategic plans and we don’t have to necessarily sign off with the funding agencies.
New Zealand adopted a grant mode, an institute produces the strategic plan, they
then meet the Higher Education authority people with the draft plan and they agree
with them what in the strategic plan will or won’t be done and then agree to fund or
not fund that. There is a very tight alignment between the institutional plan and the
policy makers and the funding streams that will come with that. What has helped is
the strategic innovation fund in that we used it very much to do what was in our
strategic plan. A lot of people might do it to chase money. We are never interested
in that, we are more than busy enough as it is so we used it where it could levitate off
it to deliver on this and it was a great facility because some of the things were their
ambitions at that time. And once you identify and articulate them as ambitions it
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meant that when opportunities came you could drive your ambition into the
opportunity.

9. Just to summarise that then, the next question you have answered really, is
there a clear link between mission and strategy at ... and for the next plan it is
likely to be improved even more and that there would be a more clear link.

That we would continue to strengthen the link and continue to review that link and
would have done so as part of the process over the last 12 months, we have taken
quite a while to do the strategic plan for that reason.

10. What ways do you think the link can be improved?
I suppose what you have to do, and we would tend to do is that we seriously mean
what we say we are going to do. We don’t say one thing and do something else.
That’s what you’ve got to be after. We set out to do something we tend to follow
through with and that is where your linkage has to come back to.

Ok we will move on to the 2"^ one, the link between mission and quality. Just a
brief definition of quality assurance; Quality assurance and higher education is
the collection by the organisation designed to achieve maintain and enhance
quality.

11. So what would you say are the main priorities for ...?
In the last plan the big priorities were, first of all to ensure that we had
proceduralised our systems. To on top of that, agree with a quality system for the
college. And we did that to develop a program quality manual and control system
for the college. Make sure that our major activities were quality controlled and
standard and that they were viewed and reviewed by external panels of reputation.
We did that. On the other hand nobody is ever perfect. There is a weakness in the
system in that, because of various union agreements, we’re not really in a position to
do in-depth course by course, analysis with the student of the quality of the
individual delivery of programs.

That is left to the deliverer to deal with,

individually. That we think needs to be developed further and the institution needs to
have more access to the new data in that area as opposed to the processed data that
we get at the moment.
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12. So it would be fair to say that quality would be important to the Institute?
Yea, quality is doing the business w'hich you’re supposed to do and doing it well.
And we would try to consistently review to ensure that what we are doing is what we
should be doing. That we’re not doing things out of laziness, there really has to be a
purpose to what is done.

13. Where is the Institute’s attitude to quality articulated?
It would be articulated in the first instance in a quality manual for the institute which
captures the main thrust of the quality in areas of high level quality. It would be
encapsulated from that through the programmatic review documents, the institutional
review, the review for devolution of awarding powers both at under-graduate and
post-graduate levels. And then there would be other ones where it is captured as well
where other external bodies have audited us. Clearly in the financial control side and
the institutional capacity side we have controls through the Controller and Adviser
General. There is also a program that cuts right across the operations of the college
where we would have done a risk analysis. Five years ago we did a work analysis to
bring in an external body to do a review across the college. Identified from that and
agreed with governing bodies what were its key high risk areas that could impact at
the quality operation of the college.

From those we then undertook a planned

program over the years to address those and to put further controls in place to reduce
the risk in them. Would have been ganged then with an external auditing company
who would work with us to audit the current status of where we were at and what
were the key actions we needed to put in place. It was our own function then to put
those actions in place and they would re-audit to ensure that remedial actions were
being taken.

14. Do you know if there is anything in the student handbook or staff handbook
or on the website about quality assurance?

Internally on the staff intranet, the quality manual is there. The institutional reviews
are there, the programmatic reviews are there. The individual department would then
below that for their own course, would have quality control for each course and that
would be there. There would be certain statements on our quality in the student
M)
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handbook, but wouldn’t necessarily be a vehicle as it’s not something students read
every day of the week.

But there would be elements of it on the examination

process, processes for students interacting with the various services in the institution,
they would be there within the student handbook. And equally more recently
produced a staff handbook, and they would be there in the staff handbook as well.

15. How are the mission statement and quality aligned?
They are aligned within the strategic plan, in that we did identify and articulate. A
recognition in institutional finances that it’s the quality of our teaching that we live
and die by and that we would articulate and support a constantly evolving level of
quality and learning.

16. What deliberate steps are taken by the institute to ensure key way processes
are in place to support, develop, monitor and evaluate this?
Over the last five years we have completed a number of reviews to ensure what is
said is done and that it aligns and that would have been the purpose of those reviews
in the specific areas that they were doing.
The institutional reviews especially goes into the ‘nitty gritty’.
The reviews for devolution of powers they go into them in quite depth as well. An
interesting one there was that over the 2 or 3 years our reviews have got much better
and we hadn’t been good at it initially, but closure of issues. That if an issue arose,
whatever it was, maybe an external might have written back to say they had a
concern about such and such a thing, often we would deal with it and that was dealt
with and moved on. The concept of dealing with it, recording from it, learning from
it and closing it back with the person who had raised it in the first instance wasn’t
very robust in the institute but we’ve closed that loop now and we set up under one
of the Senior Manager an internal audit group and their purpose is to identify on a
year by year basis, separate to the external audit group, on an internal basis they
might look at the exams for the last year and identify where things might have arisen,
maybe a question about an exam paper or an exam board, an exceptional number of
changes being made to an exam broadsheet something like that. They would audit
through to ensure people who have responsibility for marking have followed the
chain right through and closed it out fully. We have that in place now and that is
clearly an encouragement to people and we then did an audit to make sure that all the
issues were being raised.
31
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17. How does the institute demonstrate quality to it’s stakeholders, obviously in
terms of staff there are programmatic reviews, institutional reviews but what
about the students?
To some extent it is somewhat limited. Really how we demonstrate it is in the nature
of serviees we offer, making the services available, being open and transparent about
them and creating a process where if a student raises an issues that it’s closed. And
to some degree we are continuing to work on them. We are looking to revamp, in the
next round, the whole student interface. We have probably identified a gap that the
part-time and full-time particularly part-time falls between two stools, there is a parttime office which is responsible for growing and running the part-time programme
and the registrars office which would be more generally familiar with the new
student, that we need to look at whether we still have two departments behind it or
not. The customer at the front should move now to a place where there is only one
interface for each student.

You need to come here for one thing and there for another.
Yea, we would have an element of that.
One stop shop, person takes the file, they take ownership of the file and they give the
response back to the student. That is the next phase that we would move on to.

18. Is feedback generated from students in any form?
I think that is where there is a weakness. There is a level of that though and there is a
level which we can do. We’re probably down at the very specific level, on a module
by module basis it is more limited because of a nationally agreed IR contract type of
thing. We are working on those to move those along.

19. Can you think of any examples of where staff or students feedback would
have changed processes in any way? Where would it have been used and that
something would have been learned from it?
1 suppose it works in various forms. It would work at departmental level. There
would be department meetings at which the procedures being operated at
departmental level would be discussed. We would have others for say research, to
see how we are managing research and very specific ones where management took
decisions which we thought were in everybody’s interest. The research didn’t work
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for them at all so we stopped that process and we created a process now where
management would come up with ideas or recommendations.

We had created a

sounding body of staff, researchers from among the staff and we go back to them for
discussions and they come back then to us for sign-off So a bit more all the time
trying to ensure that we engage the users. We have looked as well where senior
management would meet. We now always run a management meeting before so that
when there’s something coming up for decision at senior management, we would
bounce it around at more general management level first. There’s often a better on
the ground feel for it and then refer it on to senior management for decision. It has
left better quality to decision making and less decision making and re-decision
making. Also they feel engaged and understanding of the driving behind it.

The other thing we have moved to set up in recent times, we’ve brought in
informally and trying to do it more formally, is an actual formal consultation process.
We have a certain process agreed as part of a natural framework at consultation and
we put that up and running. For instance in the 2008-09 start of academic year we
would have looked at student numbers in certain courses and said that student
numbers were so small that we should really be amalgamating certain groups. This
caused consternation with the unions who refused to teach the amalgamated group
and we had a set-to situation that was heading to the labour court but the union
withdrew their objections and we could proceed on that basis.
change demands for course change.
manage group size and that.

A demographic

We are going to amalgamate groups and

This year we are well agreed on that consultation

process on how we would handle this. We would identify through meeting with
departments and setting parameters they had to achieve and then going back as
departments discussing it with their staff as to how they were going to deliver on
this. And then if there were any issues beyond that, that staff needed to be raised as
IR matters, that the unions could come back in and raise those issues back in the
consultation process.
So this year it is certainly much more planned. We learned from last year so it’s
more planned at this stage.

20. What is the impact if there is a misalignment between mission and quality?
I suppose if there is a misalignment it is that your quality, presuming your mission
statement is accurate, your quality is being misaligned and is a failure to deliver on
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and it does fail. We go through our organisation and identify areas that are weaker
than should be and many times it’s a lack of quality of many types. One instance we
were talking about this morning that is going to impact on quality over the next few
years is more and more staff who are long term in the college are having connectivity
with what’s happening in rapidly changing business practices outside. That’s a big
quality issue that the college is going to have to face up to, to initiate a process.
We can deal with the teaching, there was a weakness there that staff weren’t trained
as teachers in the past. We are addressing that initially on a volunteer basis but we
are certainly saying that in the next strategic planning round of PMDS we will sit
down with the unions in consultation, and agree a contract for each member of staff.
It’s different for management so every manager in...has to do a day-to-day one and
then there is a menu of other ones and they had to select three off the menu and do
those in 2009. To move towards something similar that every member of staff would
agree as part of PMDS that we would have a menu of activities and they would agree
as part of PMDS that their manager would pick those that they would do. That is the
way it will go with that.
It’s been needed for a long time. So that is what is being considered.

21. Could the link between mission and quality be improved do you think?
Well that’s how it is going to be improved. It’s going to have to be improved with
dialogue with those who deliver on quality.

It’s going to have to be improved

through our understanding it, what we’re doing and what are the weaknesses, we’re
going to have to address both of those, the measurement of it, the metrics, the
understanding from the stakeholder or receiver of the different level and then a better
understanding from those who are delivering, that the quality of delivering is more
and more important.

The link between strategy and quality. You may have touched on some of this
already but we might go into it in a bit more detail.
22. So the first question what are the goals being set for quality at...?
The goals within that strategic plan and within the new one. We very much have
goals, targets...we have already agreed the key action areas. We have agreed who
will be the key people to deliver on those actions and who will be the key people to
deliver on those actions and what will be the key performance metrics around say;
quality, teaching and learning. That would be one.
.V-/
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Quality of our service to our customers, the nature and quality of our research, our
interaction with local enterprise.

Right through it all the time really what we’re

doing is rather dramatic, changes of the business, what we looked at, and we spent
quite a bit of time with consultants in the initial phase saying did we want to throw
out the baby with the bathwater and become something else or not.

We were

comfortable enough that we were where we were but we needed to do it better with
better planning for the needs of our customers. That will be done even through the
type of courses we offer. We did some pilot studies involved senior management last
year and each head of school had to select one new course but they had to do it in
conjunction with testing, we were always very good at going back to Leaving Cert,
5^ Years seeing what were their requirements and through other courses delivering
what they wanted. When we went back and did that, the course in each area that
evolved out of that turned out in our CAO turned out to be far popular courses on
CAO in this area. They would have gone out and said here is 20 or 30 options that
... would have for you which of them would you be more..
So when we were doing our marketing for the following year part of the marketing
had that done. So we were getting it done at the same time. So the very interesting
one that wouldn’t have predicted the type of course or such and such that we
wouldn’t have predicted. Some has resulted in us moving into a new area. We have
moved into social care, practice on the business side. We have developed sports
science and health and more of a push in the health department. On the sports side a
lot of people have gone into sports management what would be different about ours
would be, sports science and sustainable health. So many people now are interested
in lifestyle that it is a growing interest and that’s what came out of it.

23. How will ... know when it has achieved the goals it has set for quality? You
mentioned that ye had metrics and lay performance indicators.
I suppose in the last plan we set it by more obvious external markets such that we
would achieve agreement on a quality manual, we would achieve successful
programmatic reviews, we would achieve devolution of awarding powers, etc. They
have been done. The new ones will be more at individual levels.

24. Will there be someone in charge?
Yea, that much we have done and we have identified at Senior Management level
who is responsible in each of the areas. We’ve done some of it like say in the part
s' -s
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time programs we would do surveys with departments and students every year to see
what they perceive to be the quality or otherwise. Each senior manager takes
responsibility within their area. We meet every 6 months.
Take then whole management team out for a day or few days and review on a goal
by goal, objective by objective basis what’s happening.

Whoever would have

responsibility for each area would sit down with the management team and report to
them and agree with them what we felt was happening, what senior management
thinks is happening the people on the ground might think is a lot of rubbish and then
they have an understanding of where it is. Did we do that well enough with staff, 1
don’t think we did. I would have met all the staff once a year and report to them
where we were in the strategic plan.

By its nature, we produced that interim

document at the time, an interim report but not sufficient. To do more they need to
don in round there needs to be more buy-in from the functional heads and the
departmental heads to communicate the message back down the line. Part of it will
come because of the programmatic reviews, there has to be a section of which shows
how the programmatic reviews align with the institutional strategy.
That needs to be strengthened. One would love to have a strategy planning office
that would be responsible for keeping track of that and keeping track of providing
up-dates to the staff

25. You may have touched on this already, how are strategic goals and quality
aligned? I suppose really it is what you’ve been talking about, unless there’s
anything additional to add there you’ve probably covered it.
I’ll probably think of some things afterwards.

26 Do you think there’s any impact of having or not having specific goals
related to quality in your strategic plan?
Yea, we kind of considered that and felt that quality must be embedded in everything
you do therefore if you define what you do and do this properly and measure that you
do it, it may be a better way of seeing quality out there on it’s own in that particularly
when you established a quality office type environment that you do have a body
responsible for articulating that. So it’s getting it become quite clear. When you
embed it more, it’s more and more within how you are doing it and then capturing it,
but against that when we would have done various reviews say on the academic side.
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the registrar always has the responsibility of producing together the quality metrics
for that side of it. By the same token, finance people have the same.
We would always look at things like retention, performance, CAO, there’s key
metrics out there you can do anyway and we would naturally do.

27. What are the key indicators of the link between quality and strategy?
The indicators from our point of view, the purpose of the indicator is performance.
On the one hand we tend to view performance around exam performance in terms of
retention, results, output. You would look at it around capacity or willingness of
employers to engage our graduates. There are other whole areas of performance
metrics that we look at around how we support the students. That tends to be lost
sometimes with the focus in big external areas but what’s the experience of the
student while they’re in the college. And we would survey some of those in each of
our support areas; our nursing area, our staffing area, our counseling and disability
area. They would all analyse and do reports.
We found that student who came in from a clear disadvantaged background on
access programs we had a number of supports for them, but they actually performed
in an interferential way from the general body of student.

28. Using one of the goals in the strategic plan, can you give examples of how the
institute made the link between strategy and quality?
We would constantly check what we are doing.

Measuring through review

processes.
If you have a look at one of the goals and if you can say a little bit about how the
institute make the link between that goal and quality?
If you take our academic program we need to ensure that the academic program is of
a high quality and we relevant to the needs of current student, etc. we would have
implemented a programmatic review basis, thereby every school for every course has
to through internal and external stakeholders through focusing in industry business,
business organisations that we were delivering to the appropriate quality, the
appropriate product for those. As I said we can go back and change and develop
that, grow a new one where necessary. That was the main body of work undertaken
and done. There is part of that process we put it out for external evaluation to ensure
that what we were doing there was right and through the applications for devolve of
awarding powers they looked at that same process again. In the second stage what
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we will be doing is proving that we had a process in place.

They wouldn’t

necessarily look and see that the outcomes of the process were correct but we’d have
to show that there was a robust process there for. We’ve a way better doing all that
now in a systematic manner. We would have done it before but far more systematic
now. And far more traceable and identifying what we are doing.
The programmatic review itself was a big internal process. We could have done a
quick process for the getting the devolution of awarding powers but we were one of
the last colleges to do it. We spent 2 or 3 years in this process. We would have had
meetings with the schools, always getting another internal head to chair it, but always
sat on those processes where a school had to stand over what it was saying and doing
in draft of programmatic review. And they were robust. Everybody bought into it
and took it for what it was worth.

29. What is the impact if there is a misalignment between strategy and quality?
We sell a business out there and our customers come in as students to take that
business that we’re selling. We would have an element of that about it. A lot of
academics don’t like the idea but that’s what you’re essentially doing and you will
see that year in year out on your CAO’s, we will see it on you funding, we will see it
when you would apply to enter externally for research funding. And we can see it
some bit even there still that some of the research is misaligned to what funding
agencies are looking for and therefore struggle from that perspective. 1 think our link
has that problem as well, again we talked about that there earlier.
That’s where it impacts on us as well, lack of success, lack of attractions and quality
for students. That’s a perception issue but it is also a reality because there is nobody
quicker than students with feedback if the quality of programs is not right. And there
is nobody quicker to move than the part-time programs.

Apart from program, it

standard for the last few years. So there’s obviously quality there. We have also
developed our international. We have a particular alignment with a University in
China which is very successful. It has trebled in size over last year for the coming
year. They were obviously quite satisfied with what we deliver to them.

30. Do you think they would have gotten feedback from students that were here
as well?
No we actually were delivering it out there. That goes right back up to the Chinese
regional authority and they were satisfied with the...
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And the quality will still remain.
Yea, and that going to be our big challenge.

31. What metrics, feedback and evaluation are being used to form goal setting?
How is the feedback being gathered from this current plan fed into goal setting
in the next plan?
Part of the process.

We would have a series of meetings with the departmental

heads, what comes out of this on a year by year basis is what’s their views on where
we are going then our external consultants, we brought them in and they met all the
staff to ask where they were on this plan and what they felt should be in the next
plan. We also did a survey and from that we had a whole sheet of requirements that
people felt should be with the key ones. We developed a report after that with here’s
everything we got back, here’s how we are interpreting that and then we put that into
a draft and I had a session with all the staff and again they were invited to make
further impact on that strategic plan.

32. How can the link between strategy and quality be ensured and monitored?
We need to have better methods, constantly better understanding of the methods and
more of them.
We need more direct and immediate access to customers, i.e. the students, then we
do have, stronger processes, nationally not at local level. That would be something
that would be very important for the subjects to evolve over the next few years and
they are working towards that at the moment.

33. What impact do external panel reports and panel recommendations have on
strategic planning and quality?
All external reports, every issue in them, must now be identified, a plan of action for
the major ones, the programmatic reviews, the institutional reviews, the devolution
of awarding powers. All of them, the nature of those reports are that they would
identify weaknesses, areas of action, recommendations. Whoever has responsibility
be it head of schools, the registrar or whoever, must create a detailed response plan to
that. That detailed response plan ultimately has to be agreed with me and a timescale
for doing it. And then we would have a follow-up and that’s maybe a little bit of a
weakness in that we’re only working through that at the moment, a process of audit.
We would have an internal audit team then and what they would do is say 18 months
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later or whatever, they would take that agreed response plan; the agreed response
plan must go back to the external panel to agree that that’s the appropriate response,
then it comes back in actionable report and 12 or 18 months later whatever is
appropriate the internal audit team would get that is one of the items for the year and
go back and check that the person who is responsible.

34. And would those recommendations feed into strategic planning?
Where they identified strategic weaknesses that would come forward then as to how
we would respond in the process of strategic planning. Again it would be one of the
certain areas that we would have looked at. It would have informed us over the last
few years coming into the current plan. There would have been an overlap anyway
in what we’re doing and the strategic plan process.

It would also impact on the

individual review areas.

35. Could the link between Mission, Strategy and Quality be improved and
strengthened in ... and in what way?
I suppose we’re moving to improve it by a process of embedding in as being
everybody’s responsibility, and that is why we kept it in where it is rather than it
being a responsibility of the managers, a responsibility of the quality group or
whatever it is. We create a culture where individuals take individual ownership of
that quality. The next phase of that moving it on is we are moving away from a
concept of checking and cross-checking if things were right to front-line ownership,
that you do it right the first time that it really shouldn’t need to be checked the next
time. And go for even little things like our expenses forms right up to major items of
strategic importance.
So if a staff member returns a set of exam results, they could be right when they’re
returned, the cross-checking shouldn’t be throwing up anomalies.

You’re

responsible for things being right.

36. What would indicate a clear link between mission, strategy and quality?
There would be a few clear links. Obviously the performance of students should
improve, the retention rate should improve, the performance of exams should
improve, the quality is there. The same on our enterprise support side, the success of
the enterprise support, the demand from industry for out support and we would have
measurements of how that’s happening. Then in our research the same way, the
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quality of our graduates, number scope. There all methods that will tell you, the
market is very sensitive. If your reputation is not doing good, your numbers will go
down and you can see straight away there is an impact there. Satisfaction in the
community with what we’re delivering out in the business community.

Appendix G
Mission statements, Revised mission statements and vision statements of
Irish HEIs
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Appendix H
Alignment of mission statements, vision statements and goals of Irish HEIs
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